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Council-Manager Form of Government 
 
History 

• Originated in 1912, with North Carolina an early adopter 

• Primary reasons for adoption: infrastructure, more business-like model, diffusion of power 
through checks and balances 

• Now most common form of municipal government 
 
How It Works 
Cities are “creatures of the state.” Below are snapshots of the roles in this form of government: 
 
Mayor and Board — Adopt law; set short- and long-range policy; provide direction, oversight, 
communication, spending authorization through the budget and budget amendment processes, and 
development approval in prescribed circumstances; serve as main link and accountability to the 
community; and hire and fire the manager. 
 
Manager — Serves board as a whole (no orders from individuals) and provides information equally to 
the board. Responsible for budget preparation; advising, recommending and implementing decisions of 
the board; running daily operations; and hiring, firing and disciplining staff. 
 
Staff — Handles daily operations and carries out board policies through the manager (cannot implement 
direct orders from elected officials). 
 
Mayor (differs throughout North Carolina) 

• Serves as official head of town for serving civil process, correspondence and representation in 
key matters. 

• Has power to call special meetings and presides over meetings. 

• Often functions as chief collaborator, facilitating problem-solving and policy change (dependent 
on each mayor’s skills, personality, philosophy). 

• In Hillsborough: serves two-year terms, is non-partisan, votes only to break ties. 
 
City Council or Town Board 

• In Hillsborough: elected to four-year staggered terms, with members non-partisan and serving 
at-large. About 10 of North Carolina’s roughly 550 municipalities have partisan elections. 

• Responsible for government and general management of a town, except as otherwise provided 
by law (North Carolina General Statute 160A-167). 

• Can confer powers to the mayor and manager in addition to the statutory authority that the 
positions already possess. 

• Can organize and reorganize town government, including creating, changing, abolishing and 
consolidating positions, offices, departments, boards and commissions to promote orderly and 
efficient administration of town affairs unless prohibited by law (General Statute 160A-146). 
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• Appoints city manager to serve at its pleasure (General Statute 160A-147). 
 
Manager 

• Serves as town’s chief administrator, directing and supervising all departments, offices and 
agencies, subject to the council's direction. 

• Appoints, suspends or removes all town officers and employees not elected by the people, unless 
otherwise stated by law (town attorney reports directly to the board). 

• Prepares and submits budget and capital program to the council and administers adopted forms. 

• Prepares reports, provides information and carries out duties as required by council. 

• Ensures applicable laws of the state, the charter, and the board’s ordinances, resolutions and 
regulations are carried out. 

• Is politically neutral, equally serving and sharing information with all board members and 
reporting to the board as a whole. 

• Typically has a master of public administration or similar degree, gaining experience in entry-
level positions, and working up through an organization or moving to a different organization for 
more experience. 

• Follows Code of Ethics of the International City-County Management Association. 
 
Eric Peterson’s background: 

• 38 years local government experience, 35 years as a town manager 

• Bachelor of political science, specializing in local government, with minor in planning 
(Appalachian State) 

• Master of public administration (University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill) 

• Management intern, City of Georgetown, South Carolina (1987-1988) 

• Management analyst, City of Kinston, North Carolina (1989-1990) 

• Town manager, Town of Tabor City (1990-1991) 

• Town manager, Town of Topsail Beach (1991-1997) 

• Town manager, Town of Hillsborough (1997-present) 

• Attendee, Municipal and County Administration at UNC School of Government (7 months) 

• Attendee, Senior Executives in State and Local Government at Harvard John F. Kennedy School of 
Government (3 weeks) 

• Instructed annually at UNC School of Government for more than 30 years, teaching other local 
government officials on topics such as budgeting and performance measurement. 

• Co-authored two chapters in the book “Budgeting in North Carolina Local Governments” in 2021 
with Budget Director Emily Bradford and Administrative Services Director Jen Della Valle.   

• Wrote articles for Government Finance Review, Public Management, Popular Government, 
Southern City and Law Officer on building trust and communication through a multiyear budget 
process, managing natural disasters in a small town, utilizing a balanced scorecard and 
performance measurement, and reducing accidents and costs through police driver safety 
training. 

 


