
Case 4: Changes at City Hall
Hal Young is a City Manager with a style many would like to imitate. He has a reputation for anticipating problems, creating opportunities, and building City Council support, so that many of the dilemmas facing other city managers never surface in his town.

Two hallmarks of his administration--and his tenure has been a long one--have been his insistence on "running a tight ship" and his pro​clivity to act decisively and quickly.

He also has a keen sense of what his priorities should be, and conse​quently devotes the bulk of his time to conferring with key staff, Coun​cil members, and decision-makers, to informing himself on important developments potentially affecting the City (whether local or national in scope), and to reflecting on the proper courses of action to take.

Hal's style, thus, has fitted him admirably to deal with post-Proposi​tion 13 realities. The voters are fond of taunting Hal and his colleagues about their "not getting the message of Proposition 13: Cut taxes." Hal is fonder of letting them know that he got the message.

Scene 1
Hal is reviewing the proposed operations and capital expenditures bud​get for the next fiscal year when the door to his office is thrown open. Doug Meyers, his brash young director of the redevelopment department, strides in.

After bantering briefly with Hal about how well a negotiating session with a redevelopment project area developer went, Doug quickly gets to the point: "I want you to know I'm a finalist for the key slot in Sun City. You know I get to do a lot of things here-but I'm not in the kind of position I need to be in, in terms of my career plans."

Knowing his young colleague's impatience to keep things moving, Hal isn't really surprised by Doug's statement. But now is not the time he wants to see Doug leave the organization. Doug has become a valu​able right hand in dealing with the City's complicated financial affairs. He's done a brilliant job of raising funds, helping establish priorities, and controlling expenditures on major capital projects that cross de​partmental lines. In addition, he's moved ahead a series of redevelopment plans that have brought an influx of commerce and industry into the community.

Doug proposes that he should take over Finance Director Paul Stone's slot when Stone, who has announced his retirement, actually departs in less than a year. And he recommends that the data processing department then be consolidated under his direction, since he views its head, George Post, as a "weak link" in the organization.

"We might make some arrangements for you, Doug, boy," Hal says. "Don't you go taking another job for a few days while I mull this one over. "

"Well, this is an interesting development," Hal muses after Doug leaves the office. "It just might fit in with some of my plans. But it will be a little tricky."

Scene 2
This meeting with Doug relates to another agenda. Hal has been worry​ing about a nagging problem--what to do with Frank King, his long​time community services director, whose myriad personal problems and growing ineffectiveness to meet new job demands are making him more and more of a liability. The situation cannot be allowed to continue much longer. However, Hal is reluctant to fire key personnel who have a history of loyalty and service to the organiza​tion and who are well known in the community.

Also, what should be done about the vacancy created if Frank is forced out? Dave Jones, Frank's assistant, is obviously interested in moving up, and he's a good man. But he's also had health problems, and Hal is afraid that he would be eaten alive by some members of the city's top management team. That was part of Frank's problem, too; he couldn't hold his own against several other key department heads.

Several other elements mingle in the back of Hal's mind. He sees this as an opportunity to further consolidate the organization, to reduce the number of department heads, to get some mileage from the consolida​tion and attendant cost savings at budget time, and to make a number of personnel changes at once, thereby diffusing the impact any one change might have. Last year's consolidation of the park maintenance department under the public works department was well received. Also, he chuckles to himself, now might be the time to divert public atten​tion from the issue of management pay raises.

Hal thinks about Doug's proposal. Hal recalls that, years ago, Doug was the City's assistant finance director. His major doubts are that Doug has no experience in a large operating department, and no real knowledge of the basics of accounting. He also can be a little abrupt with people. On the other hand, Doug has a real capacity to learn quickly, has exceptional financial and project management skills and can be relied on to get jobs done . . . yesterday.

He also assesses Doug's view of Data Processing Director George Post as a weak link. George isn't a weak link. He has been a progressive DP manager. From an organizational standpoint, however, George functions as a specialist and as a service-provider, not as a top manager. From this perspective, Hal concludes, Doug's proposal makes sense.

A plan begins to form in his mind. He consults extensively over the next several days with his assistant, Ed Cory, with the planning direc​tor, Chuck Ellison, and with Doug Meyers.

A number of significant organizational decisions are made, including a decision to announce the changes immediately. The changes in the City's organization are as follows:

- Five departments (community services, planning, finance, data processing, and redevelopment) will be consolidated into two (planning and finance), with two present department directors being forced to retire and a third director made an assistant director

- The community services department will become a division of the planning department under the direction of Chuck Ellison (who is already planning department director). Frank King, 45, presently community services director, will be assigned to a staff job until he "retires" in six months.  Dave Jones, the assistant community service director, will remain as head of the community service function.

- Doug Meyers will be promoted to finance director. The redevelop​ment department Doug currently heads will be abolished, and redevelopment functions split between finance and planning.  Paul Stone, 62, presently finance director, will retire in about three months.

- The data processing department will be consolidated under fi​nance, and the present DP director, George Post, will become assistant finance director. Also, Milo Stein, the finance department accounting supervisor, will become a second assistant finance director.

- The elimination of three department head positions through the consolidation and the resultant cost savings will be emphasized.

Scene 3
Hal has a grueling Tuesday afternoon informing the affected individ​uals of the changes in the organization. He wants them to know before he informs the City Council that night and releases the news to the press the next morning.

Paul Stone, the finance director, warns that Doug Meyers doesn't have enough depth to run a complex financial services operation. He's also concerned that Doug will be so eager to get immediate results that he will make costly and embarrassing mistakes. Milo Stein, the account​ing supervisor, is pleased with the promotion, but he is disappointed because he knew Paul had recommended that Milo succeed him as finance director.

The community services director and his assistant and the data processing director do not take the news too well. They are particularly upset over the last-minute notice and the fact that not only were they not consulted but they had no inkling that change was in the wind.

Other department heads, informed Wednesday morning, have mixed feelings; the swiftness of the move is unsettling. Some of the personnel moves make a lot of sense; others must stand the test of time. The de​partmental consolidations will complicate their lives for a while, at least, and might possibly alter the balance of power in interdepart​mental relations. The DP/finance marriage makes pretty good sense, but many observers are less clear about community services and planning.

The next day, City Hall's consolidations, promotions, retirements, and related changes are front-page news.

City Hall staff remain in turmoil for several weeks. Macabre humor is the order of the day. Witness the following comment made in the City Manager's meeting a week later:

"Sam isn't here today. Who wants his department?"

Employees who aren't directly affected are asking why they had to read about the changes in the newspaper. They're glad their depart​ments weren't involved. On the other hand, they're wondering who's going to be next.

Public reaction appears to be favorable. The moves are another signal that their city, at least, is in control of its own destiny.

Scene 4
Doug Meyers does not wait long before making inroads into the management of the finance department. He immediately begins con​sulting with Milo Stein and George Post, his new assistant directors, to review the status of their operations and to begin to make plans for change. Doug has never agreed with certain operations of the finance and DP departments, and since there is so much to be accom​plished to get things running smoothly, he sees no point in delay.

One thing Doug learns is really troubling. Milo and his chief assistant have serious reservations about the new DP hardware that is on order. They imply that the current finance director, Paul Stone, shares their doubts. They also imply that they don't think it can be adapted to the sophisticated new systems they want for the finance department. They say that they really did not have an adequate opportunity to make their case against the DP hardware at top management levels because the decision was hurriedly pushed through by George Post.

Doug, now that he oversees (or soon will, at any rate) both finance and DP, takes steps to cancel the order for the hardware, a $100,000​ plus expenditure. He decides that the time has come for a confronta​tion on the matter.

Doug calls a meeting with Paul Stone, George Post, Milo Stein, and Milo's assistant. He starts the meeting by announcing, "Since there seems to be some disagreement over the new hardware, I've cancelled the order. "

George Post is so astounded he can't speak.

Paul Stone can and does speak. His relationship with Doug has alter​nated between polite and antagonistic. "Who the hell do you think you are?" Paul demands. "You aren't in charge yet. Even though I didn't like the hardware decision, I wouldn't support your cancelling the order without consulting anyone."

Doug responds calmly. "Look, there's a disagreement here that none of you has been willing to deal with openly. Instead, there's been a lot of backbiting going on. I'm not going to do business this way. If the new hardware isn't what the finance department needs, I don't want it. Finance is going to be the major user. I've been talking with your staff, Paul, and they've convinced me there's been a big mistake made."

"Well, that's it!" Paul Stone retorts. "From now on until I'm removed as director, just stay clear of my staff. I don't want them feeding you information so that you can start tinkering with my department without any real knowledge of what's going on."

The meeting breaks up, and as they leave the room, George says confidentially to Milo, "This guy (Doug) doesn't seem to realize that he's going to need us."

Shortly after the meeting, Doug uncancels the hardware cancellation order.

Scene 5
The next day, Milo Stein experiences chest pains and takes the after​noon off to get an EKG. George Post, meanwhile, has started scanning the want ads. He's not sure he wants to stay. On the other hand, he's afraid he may be asked to leave.

Meanwhile, the employees in both finance and DP are experiencing similar if less severe anxieties. Do they remain loyal to their current boss? Do they cooperate with Doug? Will their job and status be altered? Will they still be located in the same place? Should they start looking for another job? How much more will they have to absorb before the new arrangements are official?

Dave Jones, the assistant community services director, is deeply bitter about having dedicated ten years of his career to a city that is going to reward him by making him subordinate to a man who knows nothing about community services operations, although he is obviously a skilled planner. Had Dave known there was a lack of confidence in him at top levels, he might have left years ago. It is not convenient for him to leave now.

To make it worse, Planning Director Ellison is broadly hinting that Dave will have to relocate his office, thereby losing direct contact with the people he supervises. There is also the question of the autonomy community services will retain as a division, and the resultant fear that the quality of services will deteriorate. Dave feels that planners are not service-oriented, nor are they used to the delicate compromises which must be reached with clients every day in the community services de​partment.

Dave also does not want the planning director to try to impose a planning perspective on what is a people-oriented operation, to replace advocacy for bike paths with advocacy of more transit lanes. If he does, the balance in perspectives that Frank King brought to top management deliberations will be lost.

Meanwhile, the City Manager's Assistant, Ed Cory, who has a good relationship with Dave Jones, is working with him to encourage him to be a team player. He urges Dave to see that a strong department head, which Chuck Ellison is, can be a help to community services.

The bottom line is that morale in the community services depart​ment is not very high. Frank King is doing what he can to convince people to go about their business as usual. He also urges them to look for the benefits in being represented at the top management level by the planning director, although Frank privately has his doubts about those benefits. Mostly, however, he's wondering what he's going to do when he "retires" at age 45.

Accounts of confrontations and of stress faced by various members of the City staff, particularly in the finance, DP and community ser​vices departments, have been filtering back to the City Manager and his assistant. Both are keeping a keen eye on the situation. The City Manager is relieved that after several weeks there seem to be fewer overt signs of conflict, and he hopes that everything is getting back to normal.

Doug Meyers, meanwhile, is letting it be known that a lot of changes are coming and will take place more quickly than people have anticipated.

Assignment:
You are Ed Cory, the City Manager's assistant. Hal Young relies on you to advise him on the state of the organization. You are assessing the series of announced changes and their impact on the organization in order to provide him with the support he needs to manage the City effectively. To analyze the current situa​tion for him, prepare a briefing that will accomplish the following:

1.
Assess the strengths and weaknesses and resultant repercussions of the rapid, non-consultative manner in which the City Manager made the changes.

2.
Assess the current situation and make any pertinent recommendations for actions to be taken by the City Manager's office.
