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Abstract

During the Progressive Era, failure of municipal government to deal with corruption and
natural disaster sparked a reform movement and an unprecedented experimentation with
new institutional arrangements, many of which last to this day. In this article, I explore
three elements of the unprecedented era of municipal institutional change between 1900-
1934. First, I examine the policy effects of adopting two different, but related forms of
government: the Commission and the Council-Manager (CM). Second, 1 ask whether
the differences in spending patterns between Commission and CM governments led
to the demise of the former at the hands of the latter. Finally, I highlight the role
that specific institutional features played in the successes of reform governments: the
reduction in the number of chambers, reduction in seats, and shift from districts to
at-large representation.
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Introduction

During the Progressive Era, failure of municipal government to deal with corruption and natural
disaster sparked a reform movement and an unprecedented experimentation with new institutional
arrangements, many of which last to this day. Legislatures in American municipal governments
have a wide variety of institutional forms: number of chambers, size of councils, apportionment of
seats, the role of the executive, and control over the bureaucracy all vary over time and place. The
effects of these institutions on policy, governance, and representation are at the center of the study
of local political economy. While contemporaneous accounts provide a rich picture of reform efforts
in individual cities, no comprehensive study of the effects of switching to reform governments exists
from this crucial time period.

In this article, I explore three elements of the unprecedented era of municipal institutional
change between 1900-1930. First, I examine the policy effects of adopting two different, but related
forms of government: the commission and the council-manager (CM) systems., I ask whether the
differences in spending patterns between commission and CM governments led to the demise of
the former at the hands of the latter. Third, I investigate the role that a previously unheralded
element of reform, shifting from bicameral to unicameral legislatures, played in the successes of
reform governments.

To answer these questions and to provide a new account of the effects of commission govern-
ments, I turn to several sources of previously undigitized data. First, I create a panel of form
of governments for all cities above 30,000 population between 1900-1934. I pair these data with
digitized Census reports on cities’ fiscal activities spanning 1900-1934 to generate variables on rev-
enues, expenditures, and debt. Existing studies on form of government generally rely on data from
the 1960s or later, with the notable exception of Ruhil (2003) who examines the 1946-1966 period.
By the 1960s, a majority of cities had switched to CM systems and debates on form of government
in racially diverse cities were focused on concerns around the enfranchisement of minority voters
rather than concerns about corruption and spending that motivated the Progressive-era reformers
(Davidson and Korbel 1981; Trounstine 2009).

A large benefit of the new forms of governments touted by their proponents was to improve

the fiscal governance of cities; in other words to lower taxes and make spending more efficient and



effective. Reformers claimed that a commission government would generate the efficiencies due to
running the city in a businesslike fashion. The savings would be passed back to citizens in the form
of lower taxes. I test this contention, finding mixed evidence for reformers’ claims: following the
switch to the Commission form, governments’ revenues per capita fell, but expenditures remained
unchanged. The switch directly to CM form did not result in any changes in revenue or expenditure,
but the switch from Commission to CM resulted in both higher revenues and expenditures.

I next turn to the question why most municipalities that adopted commission government
abandoned them quickly for council-manager systems. The modal year of commission government
adoption was 1910; by 1918, commission adoption had almost entirely been overtaken by cities
switching to CM systems. Critics came to prefer the city manager system to the commission
because it centralized administration in one office. Each commissioner, left to their own devices,
would act unilaterally with no checks from the others. I test whether this siloed governance led
to higher spending in the areas to which specific commissioners were assigned (e.g. police and
fire, streets and public improvement, waterworks and lighting) at the expense of other areas of
spending. I find that the switch to CM form, from both MC and Commission resulted in lower
shares of expenditures on education and highways.

In explaining the features of switching to Commission or CM forms of governments driving the
hypothesized effects, I point to an often overlooked element of Progressive-era municipal reform:
the move from bicameral to unicameral legislatures. At one point in American history, a majority
of municipal legislatures were bicameral, modeled after the federal government; by 1922, less than
one third of cities still did (Kimball 1922, p. 411); today, none do. Bicameral legislatures expand
the ranks of veto players, inducing more bargaining between chambers, delay and gridlock (Tse-
belis and Money 1997; Binder 1999) without changing having substantial effects on the quality of
policymaking (Lijphart 1984). Examining heterogeneity in the effects of cities adopting Commis-
sion/CM governments among bicameral vs. unicameral legislatures can point to the importance of
this feature of reform and can speak to the difficult-to-estimate effects of bicameralism at the state
and federal level.

Another feature of the switch to reform governments that has received little attention is that
the size of councils shrunk, often drastically. Canonical models predict that the size of government,
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1981). Although the model’s predictions are not always supported in empirical studies (Pettersson-
Lidbom 2006; Freire et al. 2021), they align with arguments made by contemporary proponents of
unicameralism, who saw the large councils as wasteful (Kazis 2018).

This article speaks to decades-long debates about the adoption and effects of different forms
of municipal government in the United States as well as a broader political economy literature on
institutional design. In using newly digitized data to examine the unprecedented wave of institu-
tional change in municipal governments during the Progressive Era, I follow recent work in political
science and economics on the effects of municipal institutions on policy (Lineberry and Fowler 1967;
Rauch 1994; Ruhil 2003), the civil service (Kuipers and Sahn 2023; Carreri, Payson and Thomp-
son 2022; Anzia and Trounstine 2021), representation (Davidson and Korbel 1981; Trounstine and

Valdini 2008), and corruption (Menes 1999; Trounstine 2009).

Perspectives on Form of (Government

Before 1900, American municipal governments all had a basic institutional arrangement of an
executive (mayor) and a legislature (city council). Today, a majority of cities have since shifted to
the council-manager (CM) system, where the legislative council and the city manager hold power,
with the city manager overseeing the bureaucracy and being appointed by the council'. This shift
is typically described as being part of a bundle of Progressive-era reforms, including civil service
reform, nonparitsan elections, direct democracy and recall provisions, that arose in reaction to
machine control of municipal government.

Progressive-era reformers sought to break the patronage machine and limit immigrants and
ethnic minorities’ access to government spoils. Evidence on the effectiveness of these reforms is
mixed, with some studies indicating increased foreign-born worker representation in government
jobs due to civil service reforms (Kuipers and Sahn 2023). While the adoption of reform governments
led to decreased voter turnout, there was little change in immigrant group earnings (Carreri, Payson
and Thompson 2022). Patronage governments had larger budgets primarily due to higher employee
salaries but may still have provided high levels of public goods (Menes 1999). Descriptive data
show that CM cities tax and spend less than commission and mayor-council cities, but commission

government adoption may not have achieved desired efficiency gains and increased infrastructure
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investment (Lineberry and Fowler 1967; Ruhil 2003; Hiller 2022).

This story overlooks that the causes of the early cases of commission or CM government had
little to do with machine politics and came largely at the tail end of the Progressive era after cities
had adopted other policies in the “bundle.” The early diffusion of the commission form took place
in Texas and spread to other states in the South. Other than New Jersey, no state in the Northeast
passed enabling legislation in the first decade of the Commission’s existence.

Additionally, the shift from Mayor Council governments being the only form to the Council
Manager form becoming predominant took place in two phases: the transition from mayor-council
(MC) systems to commission systems, and the subsequent shift to CM systems from both MC and
commission governments. While we today identify the two forms distinctly, at the time the council
manager form was regarded as an evolution of the Commission form; for instance, the Census
classified cities using the CM form as Commission cities throughout the 1910s.

Existing research points to the adoption of new forms of government initially spreading among
neighboring cities rather than being driven by economic or cultural factors (Knoke 1982). This
is likely due to state enabling legislation: by 1915, 26 states had adopted legislation permitting
cities of at least some classes to adopt Commission government and four states had legislation
mandating the form for newly incorporated cities, while others prohibited the form entirely (Chang
1918). Social, political and economic factors played a role as well. After 1930, positive economic
conditions predicted the adoption and retention of CM systems (Choi, Feiock and Bae 2013). Cities
with more immigrants were more likely to retain the mayor-council form, suggesting that reformers
could not completely eliminate machine cities (Gordon 1968). Perhaps most notably, given the focus
on urban history and politics is that the largest cities largely did not adopt reform governments;
today the manager form predominates in cities under 100,000 while the largest cities still use a
mayor council system.

The mayor council system that predominated before the reform era had several noteable dif-
ferences from today’s mayor council cities. Machine-controlled cities had a powerful mayor and
independent council on paper, but often rubber-stamped policy decided by the machine boss with
little debate or negotiation between chambers. City councils, at least in the largest cities, were
closer to the federal and state legislatures they were designed to mimic in size: Philadelphia, which
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seats were almost entirely apportioned by districts or wards: in 1903, among the 159 largest cities,
only 30% had any seats apportioned at large and these accounted for only 9% of seats.

Scholars have examined the difference between ward-based and at-large representation on city
councils. A major focus in examining this institution is on descriptive representation, with re-
searchers consistently finding that at-large city council seats are underrepresentative of Black and
Latino voters (Davidson and Korbel 1981; Trounstine 2009). The move to increase the share of
seats elected at-large with the purpose of diluting minority representation may have been a reaction
to rising racial diversity during the Great Migration (Sahn 2023).

Besides the difference in council size and district type, a variety of institutional arrangements
proliferated. Cities experimented with apportioning seats using the single transferable vote form
of proportional representation (Santucci 2017). An bicameral city councils were prevalent, making
up nearly one-third of cities with a population about 25,000 in 1903 (Fairlie 1904).

Proponents of unicameralism saw greater efficiency arising from eliminating negotiations be-
tween chambers and cost savings from paying fewer legislators. Defenders of bicameralism pointed
to tradition, and the state and federal legislatures that they aspired to imitate (Kazis 2018).

The case of the first city to hire a manager, Staunton, VA, is illustrative of the dissatisfaction
with bicameralism driving reform. Staunton became a city of the first class in 1906 and, under
Virginia law, was forced to adopt a bicameral legislature. According to Stone, Stone and Price
(1940), “the two legislative chambers immediately began to quarrel about who should supervise
city affairs” (9). Members of the council proposed hiring department heads, such as a city engineer,
but quickly shifted their focus to the idea of adopting a commission plan similar to Galveston and
Houston’s. Since the Virginia constitution did not allow Staunton to adopt a commission, the city
manager compromise was born: the council would hire an administrator who served at their pleasure
and had no formal powers over departments. The powers of the manager in the 1911 Lockport,
NY charter reform which was rejected by the state legislature but served as the blueprint for future
city manager charters.

Despite these variations, all MC systems had the commonality of a separate executive and a
district-based legislature. Commission and council-manager forms, generally referred to as “reform”
governments, distinguished themselves by limiting the scope or eliminating the executive, shrinking

the size of the legislature, and shifting from district to at-large representation.



Commission government distinguished itself from the existing mayor council systems in four
ways: first, authority and responsibility are centralized in a single-chambered body that has leg-
islative and executive functions. Second, the size of the body is small, usually made up of five or
seven members. Third, these members are elected at-large and do not represent a ward or specific
geographic area. And finally, each of the commissioners oversees a specific department, allowing
specializations and focused oversight of the bureaucracy. The specializations varied by city, but
many followed Houston’s lead in designating the separately-elected mayor in charge of general ad-
ministration and having commissioners in charge of finance and revenue, police and fire, water,
light and health, and streets, bridges and public grounds (Rice 1978, p. 29). The commission
government aimed to improve efficiency and combat corruption by electing a small number of com-
missioners responsible for both legislative and executive functions of specific departments (Svara
1985).

The Commission form met opposition from three main sources: first, from incumbent politicians
and beneficiaries of the patronage status quo inside and outside of government who were set to be
displaced by reform. Second, from populist politicians who opposed the insulation of government
from the people on principle. And finally, from reform-minded elites who favored a change in form
of government but saw weaknesses in the commission plan (Rice 1978). The critiques from the
latter group fell into three critiques: first, that the combining of executive and legislature functions
in the commission removed checks on power. Second, that without a locus for decisionmaking,
commissions would be indecisive and ineffective with each commissioner siloed off in their own unit
of government. Finally, reformers who sought to bring expertise and modern management tech-
niques worried that candidates for commission seats would not have the specialized skills required
to effectively oversee policymaking and the bureaucracy. This was reinforced by the fact that in
many of the early commission cities, candidates did not run for a specific commission office and
the mayor was often in charge of assigning the winning commissioners to offices to which they were
not particularly well suited.

The dominance of the commission government as a new form was therefore short-lived. By 1917,
more cities were switching to CM systems than commissions and in 1919 the National Municipal
League switched its model city charter to CM form. Proponents of the CM form highlighted several

improvements over the commission.



The council-manager system addressed the concerns with the Commission form by centraliz-
ing administrative power in a professional city manager, fostering a more cohesive and efficient
government. According to proponents, control of the bureaucracy by an unelected, professional
manager would promote efficiency, by eliminating competition and reducing duplication between
departments controlled by individual commissioners. Managers, freed from the needs of seeking re-
election were able to make longer-term decisions that were not subject to reversals at each election.
Finally, managers were able to tap into a new professional network and learn about and adopt the
newest methods in the nascent field of municipal management.

CM systems also reverted to some of the features of MC government. Unlike Commissioners,
who were all elected at large, some CM governments had district-based representation, often in
conjunction with one or more at-large representatives. Some CM governments also reintroduced an
executive, either as a separate elected office, or in designating one council member as the executive.
Finally, CM governments, particularly those that transitioned direct from MC form instead of from
a Commission form, often had more than the 5-7 seats that Commission governments had.

Figure 1 summarizes the size and district type of the three forms using data from cities of
10,000 population or more in 1934. Nearly all Commission governments had five commissioners,
all elected at large; the median CM city had seven seats, all elected at-large; the median MC city
had 15 seats with only one elected at-large.

If the claims of reformers were true, we would therefore expect lower expenditures and revenues
for reformed governments than those under the Mayor Council form. The efficiencies gained from a
smaller legislature with fewer incentives for patronage would allow the city government to operate
with lower revenues and deliver services with lower expenditures. In the switch from Commission
to CM systems, we would expect the shares of the budget associated with specific commissioners
to shrink relative to general government, as the city manager did not have incentives to maximize

specific policy areas at the expense of others.

Data and Estimation

Data on form of government come from several sources. First, I digitize the Financial Statistics
of Cities, a Census report, which in 1912 and 1915-1918 contains information about form of gov-

ernment, elected and appointed positions, and salaries for all cities with a population of 30,000 or
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Figure 1—Council/Commission Seats by Form of Government: figure shows number of
seats on council/commission (left panel) and percentage of seats elected at-large (right panel) by
form of government in 1934.

more. A second snapshot comes from the Detroit Bureau of Government Research, which surveyed
cities in 1929 on their forms of government. Information about the adoption of the commission gov-
ernment comes from historical accounts (Chang 1918; Rice 1978). Information about the adoption
comes from the Yearbook of the City Managers’ associations from 1920-1921 and 1924-1927 and
the predecessor International City Managers’ Association (ICMA) City Yearbook of 1934, which
list all cities using the manager plan as well as their date of adoption. Since the first commission
government was adopted in 1901 in Galveston, TX and the first CM government (among the cities
in this study) was in 1912, all cities are assumed to have a mayor council system as of 1900.

Data on the nature of these mayor council systems come from similar sources. The aforemen-
tioned Financial Statistics of Cities (1912, 1915-1917), Fairlie (1904), the 1929 Detroit Bureau
of Government Research survey, and the 1934 ICMA Yearbook have information on the number

of chambers, number of seats, and district type. I obtain dates of bicameral abandonment from



historical accounts (Kazis 2018) and footnotes in the 1934 ICMA Yearbook.

Figure 2 shows the form of government in the 273 cities in both the form of government and
municipal finance data. The panel 1905-1934 has 111 cities never switching from a MC system, 131
cities switching from MC to Commission, 31 switching from MC direclty to CM. 26 cities switch
initially to Commission but then switch again to CM. One city, Glendale, CA, is incorporated in
1906 with a Commission government, but switches to a CM system.

Data on cities’ revenues, expenditures, and outlays comes, again, from the Financial Statistics
of Cities, digitized by Curran (1972). The data, which span 1905-1930 but omit the years 1913-
1914, 1919-1920 and 1926. I append supplemental years of data digitized through 1934 from Siodla
(2020). The data contain revenues by type: taxes of various kinds, special assessments, fines,
grants, and revenues from highways, rent, interest, and public service enterprises. Expenditures
are divided into general government and specialized categories for education, health, highways,
protection, recreation, sanitation, and charities, hospitals and corrections. For all measures of
fiscal policy, I adjust the yearly figures for inflation and scale them by population to obtain per
capita estimates. Appendix Figures A.3 and A.4 shows trends in average revenues, expenditures,
and outlays per capita among all the cities in the sample. Revenues, expenditures, and outlays all
rise from 1900-1930, when they fall for the first time due to the Great Depression.

To assess the effects of a change in form of government, I estimate a series of dynamic, multi-
period difference-in-difference models, following Callaway and Sant’Anna (2021). This approach
generalizes the two-period, two-group difference-in-differences setup to allow for multiple groups
that are treated at different times (in addition to never-treated units) and for multiple periods
before and after the staggered treatment. This identifies a “group-time average treatment effect,”
ATT(g,t) = E[Y;(9) — Y2(0)|G = g], where g indexes groups and t indexes time periods. I present
results that average the treatment effects across all groups that participated in treatment. Similar
to the two-period, two-group DiD, I assume parallel trends in the never-treated and treated groups;
additionally, I assume parallel trends in not-yet-treated units (between groups).

Since I am interested not only the effect of switching to a reform government, but specifically
the effect of switching to the distinct commission and council manager forms, I define the treatment
and control groups differently for each group of regressions. When assessing the effect of switching

from MC to Commission form, I compare cities that made the switch to cities that remained as



— Commission — Council Manager Mayor Council

Figure 2—Form of Government 1900-1934: each row shows a city’s form of government 1900-
1934 (n=273). Rows are are ordered by city population in 1930. 59% of cities in sample reformed;
39% from MC to Commission, 11% from MC to CM, and 10% from MC to Commission to CM.
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MC cities throughout the entire time period 1900-1934. Among the cities in the treatment group, I
truncate the data if they later went on to switch to the CM form. To estimate the effect of switching
from MC to CM, I compare those cities that made the switch directly to those that remained as
MC cities the entire time period, excluding cities that switched to Commission form. Finally, to
estimate the effect of switching from Commission to CM, I compare cities that switched three times
to cities that switched only twice (from MC to Commission), truncating all time periods before

these cities switched to Commission form.

Results
@
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Effect of Switching from Commission to Council Manager

Figure 3—Estimates of Switching Form of Government on Revenues and Expenditures:
figure shows point estimates from dynamic difference-in-differences models estimating the effect of
switching forms of government on revenues and expenditures per capita.

I test the claims that reform governments led to changes in the policy decisions of governments
in Figure 4. I show coefficient estimates for three sets of regressions looking at the transitions from

MC to Commission, MC to CM, and Commission to CM on revenues and expenditures per capita.

Reformers promoting Commission government argued that the businesslike management of com-
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missioners would result in a more efficient government that had lower revenues and expenditures.
I find modest support for this argument: the switch from MC to Commission results in a reduction
in revenues per capita of nearly $2 (p < 0.01) but an insignificant reduction in expenditures. This
is a reduction of 0.13 of a standard deviation of total expenditures or nearly 10% of the mean.

Next, looking at cities that switched from MC to CM directly, I find no effect on revenues or
expenditures, although these estimates are imprecisely estimated. Finally, cities that switched from
Commission to CM saw both their revenues and expenditures increase. The switch raised revenues
per capita by $4.5 (p = 0.8, 0.3 of SD and 22% of the mean) and expenditures by an even larger
amount of $9.7 (p = 0.03, 0.5 of SD and 45% of the mean).

The second place I look for evidence of changes in fiscal policy is in expenditures and outlays
among specific departments. If Commission government led to individual fiefdoms who duplicated
each other’s functions and sought to hoard resources, we would expect to see inflated expenditures
and outlays. Figure 4 shows the effect of switching forms of government on the share of expenditures
in specific areas. I find modest effects: switching to CM system reduces the share of expenditures
on two policy areas administered by commissioners: education and highways. Switching from
Commission to CM form reduces the share of expenditures on education by 3% and highways
by 1%. However, effect seems to be driven more by the features of CM government than of the
switch from Commission specifically, as the switch from MC to CM yields similar results. The only
increase in expenditure shares for specific departments is an increase in the expenditure share for
Protection (police and fire) when switching from MC to Commission, although the estimate is both

small in magnitude and not statistically significant.

Conclusion

This paper attempts to understand the implications of municipal institutional changes that took
place between 1900 and 1934 during the Progressive Era. By employing previously undigitized
data, it has provided a comprehensive analysis of the policy effects of adopting commission and
council-manager systems, the shift from bicameral to unicameral legislatures, and the changing size
of councils.

I find mixed evidence that Commission governments led to more efficient fiscal governance;

revenues, but not expenditures, decreased following the switch from MC to Commission. However,
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Figure 4—Estimates of Switching Form of Government on Expenditure Shares figure

shows point estimates from dynamic difference-in-differences models estimating the effect of switch-
ing between three forms of government on expenditure shares of various categories.
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there is no strong evidence that council-manager governments provided a marked improvement over
commission governments in terms of fiscal restraint.

By examining the unprecedented wave of institutional change during the Progressive Era, this
paper contributes to the understanding of municipal institutions’ effects on policy, governance, and
representation. It serves as a foundation for future research on the political economy of institu-
tional design in municipal governments, with potential implications for state and federal levels as
well. As urban populations continue to grow, and cities face ever-evolving challenges, it is vital to
understand the implications of various institutional arrangements to promote effective governance

and policymaking.
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A Appendix

Source Year FOG Data Type Bicam. n
Fairlie (1904) 1903 Mayor Council Snapshot Y 159
Census Fin. Stat. of Cities 1912, 1917 All Forms Snapshot Y 219
Chang (1918) 1918 Commission Year of adoption N 344
City Manager Yearbooks 1920-1, 1924-7 Manager Year of adoption N 547
Rice (1978) 1922 Commission Year of adoption N 522
Detroit Bureau of Gov. Research 1929 All Forms Snapshot N 261
ICMA Municipal Yearbook 1934 Manager Year of adoption N 429

Table A.2: Summary of Form of Government Data Sources
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Figure A.2—Size of Councils and Commissions: figure shows the size of city councils and com-
missions in 129 governments from 1903-1940. For bicameral city councils, total seats are calculated
as the sum of both houses. Sources: Fairlie (1903), Financial Statistics of Cities (1912), Detroit
Bureau of Statistics (1929), ICMA Municipal Yearbook (1940).
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Figure A.3—Municipal Revenues 1905-1930
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Figure A.4—Municipal Expenditures and Outlays 1905-1930
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Figure A.5—Municipal Expenditure Shares 1905-1930

21



