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The commission form of government is an innovative approach to municipal
governance that emerged in the early 20th century as a response to the
perceived inefficiencies and corruption in traditional city management
systems. Originally designed to streamline decision-making and enhance
accountability by consolidating executive and legislative functions into a
small elected commission, this system aimed to modernize local governance.
However, despite its initial appeal and adoption in several cities across the
United States, critics have identified significant shortcomings that have
limited its effectiveness. Among these, the primary drawback of the
commission form of government is its potential to foster a fragmented and
uncoordinated administrative structure, which can undermine effective
governance and accountability.

In this article, we will explore what the commission form of government
entails, its intended benefits, and the key challenges it presents—focusing
particularly on the main drawback that has led many cities to reconsider or
abandon this model.

Understanding the Commission Form of Government

Definition and Structure

The commission form of government is a type of municipal governance where
elected commissioners serve dual roles as both the legislative body and the
executive authority of the city. Typically, a small commission—ranging from
three to five members—is elected at large by voters. Each commissioner is
usually responsible for overseeing a specific municipal department, such as
public safety, public works, or finance.

This structure contrasts with the traditional mayor-council system, where the
mayor acts as the chief executive and the council functions as the
legislative body. Instead, in a commission government:
- Commissioners make policy decisions collectively.
- Each commissioner manages a specific department.
- There is often no single executive leader with broad authority, leading to
a more collective decision-making process.



Origins and Adoption

The commission form originated in Galveston, Texas, after the devastating
hurricane of 1900, which exposed the weaknesses of traditional city
governments. The model gained popularity in the early 1900s through
progressive reform movements seeking to reduce corruption and improve
administrative efficiency.

Throughout the 1910s and 1920s, numerous cities adopted this system,
believing it would lead to more professionalized and accountable local
government. However, over time, the model revealed inherent flaws that
prompted reevaluation and shift to alternative systems.

The Main Drawback of the Commission Form of
Government

Fragmentation and Lack of Centralized Leadership

The most significant issue with the commission form of government is its
tendency to create a fragmented administrative structure that hampers
cohesive leadership and effective decision-making. This fragmentation
manifests in several ways:

1. Decentralized Authority: Since each commissioner is responsible for a
specific department, there is often little coordination among departments.
This can lead to conflicting priorities, duplicated efforts, or gaps in
service delivery.

2. Absence of a Strong Executive Leader: Unlike mayor-council systems where
the mayor acts as a central figure to provide unified leadership, the
commission system lacks a single executive authority. Commissioners may
prioritize departmental interests over citywide priorities, leading to
disjointed governance.

3. Difficulty in Policy Implementation: When departments operate semi-
independently under separate commissioners, implementing comprehensive city
policies becomes challenging. Disagreements among commissioners can stall
initiatives or result in inconsistent policies.

4. Reduced Accountability: The dispersed leadership can obscure
responsibility, making it difficult for residents to identify who is
accountable for city performance. This diffusion of authority can diminish
transparency and weaken oversight.

5. Potential for Conflicts and Power Struggles: With multiple commissioners



holding executive powers, conflicts can arise over priorities, resource
allocation, or departmental management, leading to gridlock and inefficiency.

Impact on Governance Effectiveness

The fragmentation caused by the commission system impacts the overall
effectiveness of city governance in several critical ways:

- Inefficient Decision-Making: Without a clear chain of command, decisions
may be delayed or compromised due to disagreements among commissioners.
- Inconsistent Policy Direction: Departments may pursue objectives that are
not aligned with a cohesive strategic plan, affecting city development and
service quality.
- Difficulty in Crisis Management: During emergencies, the lack of
centralized leadership can hinder swift and coordinated responses,
potentially endangering residents and property.

Case Studies and Historical Perspectives

Several cities that adopted the commission form faced challenges related to
fragmentation:

- Galveston, Texas: While pioneering the model, Galveston experienced issues
with departmental conflicts and lack of overall strategic direction.
- San Francisco, California: The city moved away from the commission system
in favor of a mayor-council structure due to concerns about leadership
clarity and accountability.
- Other Cities: Many municipalities ultimately transitioned to the mayor-
council or council-manager systems, citing the commission system’s inability
to provide unified leadership.

Other Challenges Associated With the Commission
Form of Government

While the main drawback is fragmentation, other related issues include:

- Overlapping Responsibilities: Commissioners may have overlapping duties,
leading to confusion and inefficiency.
- Vulnerability to Political Patronage: Since commissioners often run at-
large elections, campaigns may favor political machines or patronage,
undermining merit-based appointments.
- Limited Public Engagement: The small size of the commission and
departmental focus can reduce opportunities for citizens to influence broad
policy decisions.



Conclusion: Is the Commission Form Still
Relevant?

Despite its innovative approach and initial promise, the commission form of
government’s main drawback—its tendency toward fragmentation and lack of
centralized leadership—has significantly limited its effectiveness. This
structural weakness often results in disjointed policies, reduced
accountability, and slower responses to city issues. Consequently, many
cities have transitioned to mayor-council or council-manager systems that
promote clearer leadership, coordinated decision-making, and greater
accountability to residents.

While some proponents argue that reforms can mitigate these drawbacks, the
historical record suggests that the commission system’s core flaw—its
fragmented authority—remains a fundamental challenge. For cities seeking
efficient, transparent, and accountable governance, understanding this
primary drawback is essential when evaluating or designing municipal
government structures.
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In summary, the primary drawback of the commission form of government is its
tendency to create a fragmented administrative structure that hampers
cohesive leadership, reduces accountability, and complicates effective
governance. This fundamental weakness has led many municipalities to seek
alternative governance models that provide clearer authority and more unified
decision-making processes.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary disadvantage of a commission
form of government?
The main drawback is the potential for a lack of clear leadership and
accountability, as multiple commissioners share executive authority, which
can lead to confusion and inefficiency.



How does the commission form of government impact
decision-making?
Decision-making can become slow or conflicted because several commissioners
may have differing opinions, making it difficult to reach unified and timely
decisions.

Why is the commission form of government criticized
for potential corruption?
Since commissioners often have both legislative and executive powers, it can
create opportunities for favoritism, influence, or corruption without proper
checks and balances.

Does the commission form of government promote
accountability?
Not necessarily; accountability can be diluted because responsibilities are
shared among commissioners, making it harder to identify who is responsible
for specific actions or failures.

Is the commission form of government suitable for
large cities?
While some large cities have used it, the complexity and size of urban
administrations often make the commission system less effective, leading many
to prefer other forms like the mayor-council system.

How does the commission form of government affect
efficiency?
Efficiency can be compromised since overlapping responsibilities and
potential conflicts among commissioners may slow down administrative
processes.

What are common criticisms of the commission form of
government?
Common criticisms include lack of clear leadership, difficulty in
accountability, potential for conflicts, and susceptibility to corruption or
undue influence.

Are there any reforms to address the main drawbacks
of the commission government?
Yes, some jurisdictions have reformed or replaced the commission system with



mayor-council or council-manager forms to improve accountability, leadership,
and efficiency.

Additional Resources
Commission Form of Government: An In-Depth Analysis of Its Main Drawback

When considering various municipal governance structures, the commission form
of government has long been a topic of debate among urban planners, political
scientists, and civic leaders. While it was heralded as an innovative
approach designed to streamline decision-making and promote efficiency, it
also harbors significant drawbacks that can impact city administration and
democratic accountability. This article explores the main drawback of the
commission form of government, dissecting its implications through an expert
lens, and providing a comprehensive understanding of this complex governance
model.

---

Understanding the Commission Form of Government

Before delving into its drawbacks, it is essential to understand what the
commission form of government entails.

Definition and Structure

The commission form of government is a system where elected commissioners
collectively serve as the legislative body and executive authority for a
city. Typically, city voters elect a small commission—often three to five
members—who are responsible for specific departments such as public safety,
public works, finance, and utilities. These commissioners have both
legislative and executive functions, making decisions and directly overseeing
city departments.

This model emerged in the early 20th century, inspired by the Progressive
Movement, as an effort to replace traditional mayor-council systems perceived
as corrupt or inefficient. The goal was to create a more professional and
centralized administrative structure that could respond swiftly to urban
challenges.

Advantages in Brief

- Centralized decision-making for efficiency
- Professional management of city departments



- Reduced political interference in day-to-day operations

Despite these purported benefits, the commission form of government faces
notable criticisms, chief among them being the potential erosion of
accountability and transparency.

---

The Main Drawback: Lack of Clear Accountability

The most significant issue associated with the commission form of government
is the ambiguity surrounding accountability. This drawback manifests in
several interconnected ways, which we will explore in detail.

Diffuse Responsibility and Blurred Lines of
Authority

In traditional mayor-council systems, responsibility for city operations is
generally concentrated in the mayor, who acts as the chief executive, and the
council, which serves as the legislative body. This clear division simplifies
accountability: if residents are dissatisfied with city services, they know
whom to vote out or hold responsible.

In contrast, the commission form distributes authority among multiple
commissioners, each overseeing different departments. Because these
commissioners serve both legislative and executive roles, the lines of
responsibility become blurred.

Implications include:

- Diffuse accountability: When a city faces issues such as infrastructure
failures, budget shortfalls, or service disruptions, it is often unclear who
is ultimately responsible. Is it the entire commission? A specific
commissioner? The collective decision-making process can obscure individual
accountability.
- Difficulty assigning blame: Citizens and media may struggle to identify who
to hold accountable for failures, leading to a diffusion of responsibility
that hampers effective oversight.

Potential for Political Collusion and Power
Struggles

Since commissioners are elected officials with individual departmental
responsibilities, their personal interests, political alliances, or rivalries



can influence decision-making.

- Collusion risk: Commissioners may prioritize departmental interests or
personal agendas over the public good, especially if oversight mechanisms are
weak.
- Lack of checks and balances: The absence of a strong mayor or separate
executive figure means there's no central authority to balance departmental
decisions, potentially leading to unchecked power or conflicts among
commissioners.

This environment can foster situations where accountability is compromised,
as no single entity bears full responsibility for city outcomes.

Voter Disengagement and Limited Oversight

In the commission system:

- Voters elect multiple officials simultaneously: Residents may feel less
connected to individual commissioners, especially when departmental issues
are technical or specialized.
- Limited public engagement: Without a central mayor or executive figure to
champion city initiatives, residents may find it harder to influence or
scrutinize decisions.
- Reduced accountability mechanisms: The structure often lacks clear channels
for citizens to hold specific officials accountable, leading to apathy or
disillusionment.

Summary of accountability issues:

| Aspect | Description |
|---------|--------------|
| Diffuse responsibility | No single person is clearly accountable for city-
wide issues |
| Blurred authority lines | Confusion over who makes final decisions |
| Political influence | Commissioners may prioritize personal or factional
interests |
| Voter disengagement | Citizens feel disconnected from individual
accountability |

---

Consequences of Accountability Deficits

The primary drawback of the commission form—its lack of clear
accountability—has tangible consequences that can undermine effective city
governance.



Reduced Efficiency and Responsiveness

Without clear lines of responsibility, resolving issues can become
protracted. For example:

- When infrastructure fails, multiple commissioners may pass blame or delay
action.
- During crises, such as natural disasters, the absence of a central
authority can slow decision-making and hinder coordinated responses.

Corruption and Ethical Concerns

Diffuse authority can sometimes create opportunities for corruption:

- Commissioners may engage in favoritism or nepotism within their
departments.
- Lack of oversight can lead to misallocation of funds or unethical
practices, especially if accountability mechanisms are weak.

Difficulty in Implementing Long-term Policies

A fragmented accountability structure hampers strategic planning:

- Commissioners focused on departmental priorities may resist overarching
city initiatives.
- Political conflicts among commissioners can stall reforms or major
projects.

Public Dissatisfaction and Erosion of Trust

When citizens perceive that no one is accountable for city problems, trust in
local government diminishes. This skepticism can lead to decreased civic
engagement and support for alternative governance models.

---

Comparative Perspective: Commission vs. Other
Governance Structures

Understanding the main drawback of the commission form becomes clearer when
contrasted with other models.



Mayor-Council System

- Clear separation of powers: mayor as executive, council as legislature.
- Accountability concentrated in elected mayor.
- Citizens can directly hold the mayor responsible through elections.

City Manager-Council System

- Elected council sets policies.
- Professional city manager oversees daily administration.
- Accountability is streamlined through the city manager, who is responsible
to the council.

Key difference: These models provide more identifiable accountability
channels, whereas the commission system’s diffuse authority makes it
inherently more vulnerable to oversight challenges.

---

Potential Solutions and Reforms

Recognizing the drawbacks, some municipalities have sought to mitigate the
accountability issues inherent in the commission form of government.

Adopting a Mayor-Council or Council-Manager System

- Introducing a strong elected mayor provides a clear point of
accountability.
- Employing a city manager separates administrative functions from political
processes.

Implementing Oversight Mechanisms

- Establishing independent audits and watchdog agencies.
- Enacting transparency laws requiring detailed reporting on departmental
activities.
- Facilitating citizen engagement through public hearings and advisory
boards.



Reforming Electoral Processes

- Electing commissioners at-large or through ward systems to increase
accountability.
- Encouraging public participation to enhance oversight.

---

Conclusion: The Central Challenge of Diffused
Accountability

While the commission form of government was designed to enhance efficiency
and reduce corruption by decentralizing authority, its core drawback—the lack
of clear, centralized accountability—poses significant challenges. This
diffuse responsibility often leads to confusion over who is truly in charge,
hampers effective oversight, and erodes public trust. As cities evolve and
demands for transparency grow, this fundamental weakness suggests that the
commission model may require substantial reform or replacement to ensure more
effective, accountable governance.

In sum, the commission form's main drawback is its tendency to obscure
accountability, making it difficult for residents to identify and influence
their leaders, and for officials to be held responsible for city outcomes.
Addressing this issue remains critical for ensuring that urban governance
structures serve the public interest effectively and transparently.
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