
AN EXECUTIVE BRIEF

FINDING COMMON GROUND

The City Manager +
the Police Chief



The city manager’s office phone intercom 
squawked. “The police chief is here.” It had 
been 10 hours since two young police officers 
had kicked down the wrong door and fatally 
shot an armed, 80-year-old public utility retiree 
who believed he was defending his wife from 
intruders. The chief of police stepped in, stood 
in front of the city manager’s desk and asked, 
“Are we prepared for this?”

Poor intelligence from a drug informant was 
partially to blame. But the command officer also 
hadn’t reviewed the search warrant. Whether 
the two police officers had properly identified 
themselves before entering was yet another issue. 

Outside the city manager’s door and down the 
hall, the city council was in crisis mode. The police 
union had already taken a defensive stance in 
support of the officers. Police headquarters was 
under siege. And at the top of the hour, the local 
news media would be broadcasting a neighbor’s 
cell phone video of the incident. It wouldn’t be 
long before the incident became national news.

Had these two city leaders forged an effective 
working relationship well in advance of this crisis, 
they would be better prepared to address the 
oncoming scrutiny of the media and a watchful 
and wary public.

Waiting until a incident occurs ties you to the 
high costs, limited options and disruptive 
operational impacts associated with mounting  
a poorly planned response to a city crisis. 

Forward-thinking city managers and police  
chiefs need to work together to create 
transformative policies and procedures  
centered on excellence in law enforcement 
operations. Along with crime prevention,  
police patrol, security of property and public 
education, those who protect and serve  
must also establish a level of trust and mutual 
respect within the community. 

SAME COMMUNITY, TWO POINTS OF VIEW

The challenge is that city government leaders and 
public safety personnel view the communities they 
serve from different — sometimes conflicting —
perspectives. Their defined roles and public personas 
create distinct challenges. The most promising 
means to progress begins when an officer better 
understands the demands of the boardroom seat 
and a city manager has a stronger appreciation for 
the pressures a chief faces in balancing priorities. 

COMMON CAUSE

Collaboration begins with a robust dialogue on a 
complex set of challenges and their potential impact 
on police actions. What are your respective views 
on use of force incidents and investigations? Video, 
social media and viral dissemination? Higher public 
scrutiny of bias issues or events like school shootings? 
Surging public activism and engagement? Domestic 
terrorism? Mental health issues and the challenges  
of addressing domestic violence?

IN TRUE COMMUNITY

A high-performing police department is the direct 
benefit of a city manager and police chief united 
in their dedication to the mission, vision and values 
of the city they serve through ethical conduct, 
community stewardship, individual and collective 
initiatives and commitment to service.

FINDING COMMON GROUND 

The City Manager + the Police Chief

This relationship lies at 
the heart of the vision 
and direction of city 
governance and the 
safety, welfare and 
peace of its citizens. 
So how do you create 
a high-performing, 
low-friction dialogue 
between a city manager 
and police chief?

jensen hughes  |   MAKING THE WORLD SAFE, SECURE + RESILIENT



HOW THE CITY MANAGER SUPPORTS 
THE POLICE CHIEF

 + Develops a high-level awareness of the principal 
challenges confronting public safety today

 + Understands departmental goals as well as the 
police chief’s primary conflicts and constraints

 + Informs the chief regularly on city matters 
potentially impacting the department

 + Refrains from intervening in departmental issues 
and attempting to micro-manage its operations

 + Supports frank, open private discussions  
with the chief — while insisting on a common 
voice in public

 + Minimizes the impact of politics on policing

SHARED OBJECTIVES

 + Dedication to establishing and maintaining a safe, secure and welcoming community 
that creates a great place to live, work and maintain a thriving business

 + Steady progress in improving police-community trust and relations
 + High morale in the police department based on a common vision, mission and values
 + A balanced and collaborative approach to crises directly related to the police department
 + Agreement on the principal objectives and long-term strategy for the police department
 + Shared commitment to professionalism, ethics and transparency

What Does a Strong Relationship Between 
a City Manager + a Police Chief Look Like?

HOW THE POLICE CHIEF SUPPORTS 
THE CITY MANAGER

 +  Acknowledges the powers and duties  
of the city manager across all municipal 
services and programs

 +  Understands public safety’s impact on all city 
priorities, (e.g., business, community, culture)

 +  Champions a positive public safety role in 
creating harmony in a diverse community

 +  Serves as an ambassador of the city, not just 
of the police department

 +  Provides early, regular notice of department 
challenges — and proposes potential solutions

 + Includes or informs the city manager when 
approaching the city council on public  
safety matters
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When to Seek Outside Help — Five Scenarios 

1. Opportunity 
Your police department represents a positive example of policing—but you and your administration 
want to take the department from “good to great,” where it can stand as a model of national 
standards in public safety best practices.

2. Transformation 
Your police department is confronting major changes—such as rapid expansion or a fundamental 
shift in mission or culture—and you need to quickly establish a strategic and structured approach 
to supervising, managing, directing and coordinating the city’s public safety function.

3. Trust 
Your community lacks trust in your police department, and you need an independent perspective  
to help you assess significant implications and identify the means to positive change.

4. Crisis 
A major incident has occurred and your administration and police department would benefit from 
an external, objective investigation that can assess the incident from a fresh, expert perspective 
and provide meaningful recommendations for how to improve operations in the future.

5. Assistance 
Your police department lacks the leadership, strategy or expertise to address specific issues 
in areas such as use of force, deescalation, community policing, policies and training, and you 
need outside support to help advance your ability to provide the highest quality public safety 
services to your community.
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+
Our series of executive briefings covers a  
wide range of critical and emerging issues 
at the forefront of best-in-class security 
risk management practices today.
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