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The viability of traditional economic development strategies has long been questioned by urban policy scholars; yet traditional
strategies remain the norm among city leaders. Traditional concerns emphasize economic and business considerations at the
expense of nontraditional community considerations such as quality of life. In this paper, we examine the conditions under which
city leaders give weight to nontraditional community concerns when making economic development decisions. Our analysis of
the results of a survey conducted of more than 200 leaders in over 150 Texas cities indicates that although traditional economic
development concerns remain dominant, certain conditions may exist that allow or compel city leaders to give increased weight to
non-traditional community considerations. Conditions revealed by our study include the socioeconomic status of Texas cities and
the relative diﬀerences in leadership positions and professionalism among city leaders. The paper concludes with a discussion of
how our study contributes to the literature about economic development policy and points to avenues for future research on the
conditions under which decision-making strategies are pursued by city leaders.

1. Local Economic Development: Traditional
and Nontraditional Thinking
Economic growth is a primary responsibility for city leaders
in the United States. Eﬀorts to achieve economic growth—
whether pursued because of the structural placement of cities
in the US federal system [1], the interests of developers [2],
the electoral benefits to city leaders [3, 4], or lack of state or
federal financial assistance—are paramount to city leaders.
Exploration into why city leaders pursue economic growth is
much less informative to contemporary urban policy studies
than analyzing the strategies leaders employ to reach the
goal of economic growth. A study of the strategies used
for achieving economic growth is particularly relevant in
times of severe economic downturn when city budgets are
stretched to capacity and traditional economic development
strategies may not be suﬃcient to address a wide range of
economic problems.
Economic development in the United States has traditionally involved a process by which local governments

use their resources to stimulate private investment [5].
Numerous studies throughout the years have showcased the
types of city activities that characterize economic development policy. To retain or attract business, local leaders
have pursued strategies that include tax abatements, land
clearance, the use of public money to provide infrastructure
for private development, an emphasis on downtown business
interests, and similar policies with a direct connection to job
creation and city revenue (see e.g., [6–14]. In recent decades,
scholars have challenged traditional economic development
by pointing to eﬀorts that have been made by some city
leaders to address broader community concerns within the
context of economic development (e.g., “linkage” fees assessed on developers to fund social projects such as lowerincome housing, along with other “Type II” policies that seek
to more evenly distribute the benefits of development) [15,
16]. Such challenges have called attention to the potential
economic benefits cities could gain by pursuing activities that
were often considered as having little to do with economic
growth, such as the arts [17] and nonprofits [18].
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More recent studies have urged the benefits of expanding
considerations of the cultural, entertainment, and lifestyle
aspects of community life. Florida [19], for example, argues
that successful economic development eﬀorts can depend
upon attracting and retaining a “creative class” (e.g., artists),
a technologically based industry, and a culturally tolerant
population (e.g., tolerant of gay rights). Employing a human
capital model, Florida suggests that if leaders focus on
attracting and retaining people, business will follow. While
debate on this creative thesis continues, some scholars
make broadly compatible arguments about the significance
of cultural and entertainment opportunities for a city’s
population and its political and business leadership (see, e.g.,
[20, 21]). In short, the economic growth aspects of what
can be labeled nontraditional activities are recognized and
promoted as an alternative to the traditional approach, at
least among a cohort of scholars.
The extent to which the thinking of practitioners mirrors
that of some scholars is an open question; however, it seems
fair to say that most city economic development eﬀorts have
continued in the traditional vein [22, 23]. Despite continued
pursuit of traditional economic strategies by most city leaders, a modern public appears more watchful of political
leaders and less prone to accept the adverse consequences of
decisions that threaten the broader quality of life than in the
past. Lubell et al. note that “as growth pressures intensify,
many citizens will begin to demand growth management
in order to preserve community resources” ([24]: 650).
Growth management demands may increasingly signal the
need for city leaders to give greater weight to a broader
mix of community considerations that yield diﬀerent types
of strategies—some we can label traditional, others, nontraditional. The guiding question of our analysis is as
follows: under what conditions are city leaders more likely to
consider nontraditional community concerns when deciding
on economic development strategies for their city?

2. Economic Development Perspective,
Leadership Position, and
Level of Professionalism
To answer our question, we focus on city leadership. City
economic development policy is formulated, and decisions
are made by a leadership cohort. City leadership, however,
is not monolithic; rather, it represents diﬀerent sectors (i.e.,
public, private, and nonprofit) as well as diﬀerent institutions
and constituencies that vary depending upon locality. Our
analysis investigates the economic development perspectives
of a particular set of leaders involved in city-level decision
making about economic policy specifically those of mayors,
managers, council presidents, and chamber of commerce
and economic development corporation leaders. While this
leadership set does not necessarily include the full spectrum
of economic development participants in each city, and while
the respective leaders identified in our set may not play the
same roles in any given city, economic policy studies indicate
these five institutional actors tend to play significant roles
in city economic development (see e.g., [25], forthcoming,
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[26], regarding economic development corporations; [27,
28], for city managers; [29] for mayors; [30] regarding local
chambers; [31] for city councils). Furthermore, these five
oﬃceholders are representative of the types of institutional
city leaders we find in Texas, the state from which our data
are drawn (discussed below).
Having identified our leadership set, we then test for
the influences city leadership position and level of professionalism have on the economic development perspectives
of each of the five types of city leaders. By “economic
development perspective,” we refer to the attitudes city
leaders hold about what is most important to their city’s
economic growth. The economic development perspective
of a city’s leadership is a crucial link between policy inputs
(e.g., business interests, citizen demands, and policy proposals) and policy outputs (the types of strategies pursued).
Regarding city leadership position, we theorize that city
leaders separate along two important dimensions—sector
and proximity to the mass citizenry. “Sector” involves the
association that exists between public and private actors
and the influences public/private association might have on
the economic development perspective of city leaders. Our
understanding of sector is further guided by an enduring
theme in public administration—the concept of “public
ethos” or ethic (see, e.g., [32–34]). Public ethos embodies
a desire to serve the public and includes a balancing
of what we normally think of as “public” and “private”
interests. It is, in theory, a “calling” that motivates entry
into public service or is instilled over time by public-sector
employment. Private-sector business leaders, on the other
hand, are presumed to be relatively lacking in public ethos
and ostensibly place greater importance on economic and
business concerns. Applying the concept of public ethos
to the economic development perspective of city leaders,
we hypothesize the following: by comparison to public-sector
city leaders, private-sector business leaders will accord greater
importance to traditional economic development concerns
(Hypothesis 1).
The second dimension of city leadership position we
examine is the proximity of city leaders to the mass citizenry.
Our model for understanding the relationship between
leaders and citizenry is guided by the “delegate” and “trustee”
styles of representation. The delegate style of representation
is most often assumed by publically elected leaders who
are more proximate to the mass citizenry than are their
appointed counterparts. Retaining an elected position can
often depend upon the attention an elected leader gives
to the immediate and specific concerns of their particular
constituency which in turn informs his or her delegate style
of representation. Appointed leaders, on the other hand,
are less proximate to the mass citizenry and more insulated
from the demands of the public, and, therefore, have greater
flexibility to act as trustees of the public interest. Because of
their respective proximities to the citizenry, elected leaders
must give greater weight to the immediate dictates of the
public while appointed leaders can rely more on their
own training, experience, and judgment. Certain appointed
leaders such as city managers, however, must act along
a delegate/trustee continuum since they are appointed to
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their positions but nonetheless remain accountable to elected
leaders.
The delegate and trustee concepts lead us to expect that
the economic development perspective of elected leaders
will reflect city socioeconomic conditions. Postmaterialist
theory postulates that economic prosperity results in a
shift in societal values away from a focus on “bread and
butter” economic issues such as jobs, and toward quality
of life issues, such as environmental protection. Some
empirical evidence supports this theory (see e.g., [35–38]).
Applying Postmaterialist theory, we expect elected leaders
to be concerned with traditional economic development
considerations when socioeconomic conditions are poor
and more concerned with nontraditional considerations
when city conditions are good. In contrast, we expect the
perspective of appointed leaders to vary less in relation to
city socioeconomic conditions. Accordingly, we hypothesize
the following: by comparison to appointed city leaders, the
economic development perspective of publicly elected leaders
will be more reflective of city socioeconomic conditions—
reflecting traditional concerns in lower socioeconomic status
cities and nontraditional concerns in higher socioeconomic
status cities (Hypothesis 2).
In addition to testing for city socioeconomic condition,
we test for the level of professionalism among city leaders and
the influence professionalism has on the economic development perspectives of city leaders. The level of professionalism
includes both education and work experience. Education,
particularly an advanced degree, instills conceptual “lenses”
that structure perceptions about the world in which a city
leader operates. This type of professionalization can cause
city leaders to rely more on professional norms than on
individual organizational needs [39–42]. Professionalism
gained through on-the-job work experience is a socialization
process by which city leaders become similarly inculcated
with job “norms” that may produce a progrowth orientation
[43].
We predict professionalism will heighten the emphasis
both city leaders and private-sector business leaders place
on traditional considerations of economic development.
In both cases, higher education likely means enhanced
emphasis on administration, business, and economics (via
degrees in business and public administration), and on-thejob experience means reinforcement of job norms derived
from job duties associated with city budgets, revenues, and
the interests of commerce. Therefore, we hypothesize the
following: as the level of education and job experience among
private-sector and appointed city leaders increase, the greater
the importance these leaders will accord traditional economic
development concerns (Hypothesis 3). Regarding elected city
leaders, we anticipate that their status as delegate style
representatives will mitigate the influence of professionalism
in that success as an elected leader necessitates a level of
attentiveness to constituency interests regardless of the level
of professionalism.
We investigate diﬀerences in economic development
perspective across four areas—one that measures traditional
economic development concerns and three that measure
nontraditional concerns. The three nontraditional concerns
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tested for are quality of life, planning, and regional economic
growth. These nontraditional concerns were chosen because
each has a potential influence on economic growth. Should
the human capital model posited by Florida [19] be correct,
quality of life amenities can enhance economic growth
by attracting business. Additionally, a city’s comprehensive
plan can encompass numerous goals such as public health,
environmental protection, and city fiscal well-being that bear
directly or indirectly on economic growth [44]. Finally, some
studies particularly those supporting Postmaterialist theories
in public administration indicate a higher propensity toward
quality of life concerns among cities with greater economic
prosperity [35–38]. Given the wide range of economic
conditions that exist among cities, and given that cities
in the same geographic region in the United States have
tended not to pursue cooperative strategies to enhance
the overall economic development of their region, a study
of the influences that compel city leaders to pursue the
nontraditional concerns of quality of life, planning, and
regional economic growth contributes to our understanding
of the variations in economic development perspectives
among city leaders.

3. Data and Method
Our analysis is based on responses to mail-out surveys of
city leaders in Texas during the fall of 2005 and spring of
2006. The surveyed positions were those of mayor, council
president (or in some cases mayor pro-tem), city manager,
chamber of commerce president, and economic development
corporation (EDC) director.1 All surveys contained the same
core set of questions and targeted cities with a population
of at least 5,000 as determined by the 2000 census (cities
in Texas can operate under a home rule charter when their
population reaches this threshold). In all, 227 leaders from
159 cities responded (upon request, a list of cities can be
provided). Thirty-five respondents were mayors (15.4%),
48 were city managers (21.1%), 65 were council presidents
(28.6%), 49 were chamber presidents (21.6%), and 30 were
EDC directors (13.2%). According to the 2000 census,
337 cities in Texas had a population of 5,000 or above.
Three hundred and thirty-seven surveys were sent for each
leadership position. Not every city had every leadership
position (e.g., an EDC director), but, in lieu of a definitive
list of cities with a population of 5,000 or above for each
position, we found it expedient to send a survey to each city
for each position. For this reason, a precise response rate for
each position was diﬃcult to determine. However, since cities
have a mayor and a council, a calculation of the response rate
for these oﬃces was 10.4% for mayors and 19.3% for council
members.
Our analysis employed a series of dependent variables
derived from a list of economic development items respondents were asked to rank. The question presented was as
follows: in order to determine how your city responds to new
economic development project proposals and/or seeks to attract
new development, please rank the following 13 considerations
in order of importance with 1 being what is most important
to your city and 13 being what is least important to your
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city. The items as they appeared on each survey were (1)
conformity with your city’s general plan, (2) contribution
to your region’s economy, (3) views of other nearby local
governments, (4) creation of jobs for your city’s residents,
(5) generation of additional revenue for your city, (6) cost
to your city of providing additional municipal services, (7)
improvement in community aesthetics, (8) impact on the
environment, (9) eﬀect on traﬃc in your city, (10) support
from your local chamber of commerce and local business,
(11) impact on downtown redevelopment, (12) support
from citizens or citizen groups in your city, and (13) support
from other city leaders. (This question was inspired by Lewis’
[45] study of administrators’ attitudes toward economic
development in California cities.) Because higher values are
intuitively understood as more important, for our analyses
the rank accorded each item is reversed (14-y) so that a
higher value indicates a greater level of importance.
For our present study, we utilized 10 of the 13 items.
The responses on these 10 items were aggregated into four
categories—one category that measured traditional economic development and three that measured nontraditional
concerns.2 The result was four indexes—Traditional, Quality
of Life, Regional Impact, and Planning—created by dividing
the total score across all items in an index and dividing this by
the number of items. This generated an index that provided
the average rank given to items in a category. By taking the
average rather than the sum, we were able to better compare
the indexes because they were identically scaled.
Results for the survey items on jobs, revenue, cost of additional services, and downtown development reflected the
job creation and fiscal concerns associated with traditional
economic development (standardized for these four items,
Mean = 8.67, SD = 1.38, Range = 3.5–11.5). Results for the
survey items on community aesthetics, the environment, and
traﬃc comprised our quality of life category (standardized
for these three items, Mean = 5.79, SD = 1.76, Range =
2–11). The survey item regarding a city’s general plan was
our measure of the importance city leaders gave to planning
(Mean = 7.84, SD = 3.20, Range = 1–13). Results for the
survey items on a region’s economy and the views of nearby
local governments were our measure of city leaders holding a
regional perspective (standardized for these two items, Mean
= 4.51, SD = 2.31, Range = 1–13).
Our analysis employed two key explanatory variables—
leadership position and professionalism. We measured leadership position as mass proximity and sector. To address
our theoretical concern with mass proximity, we categorized
leadership positions into appointed (manager and EDC
director coded 1, others 0) and elected (mayor and council
president coded 1, others 0). To address our theoretical
concern with sector, we coded private (chamber presidents coded 1, others 0). We employed two measures of
city leader professionalism—level of education (4.1% High
School, 12.8% Some College, 6.0% Associates Degree, 41.3%
Bachelors Degree, 30.3% Masters, and 5.5% Ph.D.) and
years in current position (Mean = 6.7, SD = 6.4, Range =
1–38). Because we expected elected city leaders to reflect
social and economic conditions, we also examined for city
socioeconomic status. To measure socioeconomic status
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we used two economic and one social indicator—percent
unemployment (for surveyed cities Mean = 3.821, SD = 1.4,
Range = 1.1–9.7), median family income (Mean = 52,443,
SD = 59,674, Range = 18,208–481,125), and percent aged
25 and above with a Bachelor’s degree (Mean = 8.4, SD =
4.9, Range = 1.1–27.0) (all from 2000 census except percent
unemployment, from January 2005).
Our analysis controlled for several potential city
influences—population size, reform, and metro/rural status.
Because leaders in a city with a large population may view
their city as a regional economic “engine,” we controlled
for city size (for surveyed cities, Mean = 50,550, SD =
135,421, Range = 5,064–1,156,229). Because “reformed”
cities are in theory more eﬃcient with public money and
have their historic genesis in a municipal reform movement
promoted in part by business interests, traditional economic
development concerns may be most pronounced in reformed
cities. We, therefore, controlled for reform (cities coded 1
if they had a manager, 0 if not). Although cities in Texas
are overwhelmingly reformed, 10% of surveyed city leaders
(22) came from 16 nonreformed cities. Further, the emphasis
given by city leadership to traditional concerns such as jobs
and revenue can be influenced by geographic closeness to
other communities that oﬀer employment. Because rural
communities tend to be geographically further from other
communities, particularly large cities, rural community leaders may place particular importance on traditional economic
development concerns. We, therefore, controlled for whether
a city resides in a census-defined metropolitan area (coded
1 if metropolitan, 0 if rural). We received survey responses
from 155 leaders from 109 metropolitan areas and 68 leaders
from 50 rural communities.

4. Descriptive Findings
The following descriptive findings provide insight into the
relationship between economic development perspective and
leadership position. Variation in economic development
concerns between city leaders exists, though it is modest
and best understood within the context of the prevalence of
traditional economic development considerations.
Table 1 reports the means for each of the thirteen survey
items and the means for each of the five diﬀerent leadership
categories. By a simple examination of the means, we see that
traditional economic concerns along with political process
considerations are ranked highest in the survey. The trend
to place the highest value on traditional economic concerns
is consistent across all five categories with either creation
of jobs or revenue ranking highest. The bottom categories
are also remarkably consistent with views of nearby governments, downtown redevelopment, and the impact on
the environment consistently ranking in the bottom three
categories. There is little movement in item rank-ordering
across leadership positions. Major exceptions can also be
seen in Table 1. City councils are much less concerned with
regional economies than other leaders with a 0.8 decrease
in the mean compared to the baseline. The result is a drop
of five places when rank ordering the categories. Leaders of
Chambers of Commerce also diverge slightly from the mean.
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Table 1: Mean economic development item score for city leaders overall and by position.

Ta

Jobs

T

Revenue

T

Service Cost

P

General Plan

R

Region’s Economy

Q

Aesthetics

Q

Traﬃc

T

Downtown

Q

Environment

R

Nearby Gov’ts
N

Overall
10.7
10.5
7.9
7.8
6.4
6.4
5.7
5.6
5.3
2.6
209–213

Mayor
11.3
(0.6)b
11.2
(0.7)
8.7
(0.8)
8.1
(0.3)
6.5
(0.1)
5.7
(−0.7)
5.0
(0.7)
4.9
(−0.7)
5.9
(0.6)
2.3
(−0.3)
32-33

Council
10.3
(−0.4)
10.4
(−0.1)
7.8
(−0.1)
8.6
(0.8)
5.6
(−0.8)
6.5
(0.1)
6.3
(0.6)
6.1
(0.5)
5.9
(0.6)
2.6
(0.0)
59–61

Manager
10.0
(−0.7)
11.0
(0.5)
8.9
(1.0)
7.9
(0.1)
5.9
(−0.5)
6.0
(−0.4)
5.6
(−0.1)
5.8
(0.2)
4.6
(−0.7)
2.3
(−0.3)
42–44

EDC
11.5
(0.8)
11.4
(0.9)
7.2
(−0.7)
7.2
(−0.6)
6.9
(0.5)
6.7
(0.3)
5.5
(−0.2)
4.6
(−1.0)
4.7
(−0.6)
2.1
(−0.5)
28–30

Chamber
11.0
(0.3)
9.3
(−1.2)
6.9
(−1.0)
7.0
(−0.8)
7.8
(1.4)
7.0
(0.6)
5.6
(−0.1)
6.1
(0.5)
5.2
(−0.1)
3.3
(0.7)
45-46

a

T: Traditional, P: Planning, R: Regional, Q: Quality of Life.
b Values in parentheses are the percentage point diﬀerence in mean score from the base-line.

We see that leaders from the Chamber of Commerce value
regional economics and citizens and interest groups concerns
but are not very concerned about service costs.
We performed a descriptive analysis of city leader economic development perspective under varied city socioeconomic conditions and level of city leader professionalism
with the expectation that results would provide valuable
insight into these influences. We aggregated city leaders into
type, appointed or elected, and sector, public or private,
and economic development items into their four relevant
categories—traditional, quality of life, regional, and planning. Because we anticipated that diﬀerences in economic
development perspective would become most apparent when
viewing extreme cases, we compared perspectives at the
extreme ends of each city socioeconomic city indicator
(using the 25th and 75th percentile) and each measure of city
3
leader professionalism (using the 10th and 90th percentile).
As expected, the relationship between economic development perspective and city leadership position was influenced
by city socioeconomic status. Consistent with our hypothesis
regarding the influence of city socioeconomic status on economic development perspective, the perspective of elected
leaders appeared more responsive to city socioeconomic status than did the perspective of appointed leaders. In poorer
and less educated communities, elected leaders were those
who most emphasized traditional concerns, while in wealthier, more educated, and higher employment communities,
elected leaders were those who most emphasized quality of
life issues (Table 2(a)). Regardless of city income, elected

leaders were those who most emphasized a regional perspective. Findings were less consistent regarding planning,
with elected leaders placing most emphasis on planning in
highly educated communities, and appointed leaders putting
more importance on planning in poorer communities. The
findings in Table 2, however, showed no statistically reliable
association between economic development perspective and
city leadership position when either years in oﬃce or level of
education was taken into account (Table 2(b)).
When we compared the economic development perspective of public-sector with private-sector leaders (Table 3),
we again saw that city socioeconomic status mattered. By
comparison to private-sector leaders, public leaders most
emphasized traditional concerns. This finding, however,
applied only in less educated, poorer communities, and
in communities with higher unemployment (Table 3(a)).
Conversely, in poorer communities, private-sector leaders
were those who most emphasized quality of life issues.
Regardless of either city income or education, private more
than public leaders held a regional perspective. There was a
little diﬀerence regarding planning except in communities
with higher unemployment, where private-sector leaders
were those who placed the most emphasis on planning.
The association between economic development perspective
and leadership sector in some cases was reliably influenced
by professionalism (Table 3(b)). With a greater number
of years in oﬃce, private more than public-sector leaders
emphasized a project’s regional impact, though there was no
diﬀerence in regional emphasis associated with educational
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Table 2: Mean economic development—appointed versus elected city leaders.
(a) Category Scores by City Socioeconomic Indicators

Traditional
Quality of Life
Regional Impact
Planning

% Bachelors
25th P
75th P
≤4.96
≥11.05
−0.66
0.05
−1.77∗∗
0.1
−1.28
0.31
−2.28∗∗
0.49
−0.25
0.25
−0.35
0.34
−1.6
0
−1.65∗
0
33
39

diﬀ.a
t-score
diﬀ.
t-score
diﬀ.
t-score
diﬀ.
t-score

N

Median Family Income
25th P
75th P
≤ $33,919
≥ $54,253
−0.725
0.15
−1.34∗
0.33
0.37
−0.83
0.52
−1.6∗
−1.25
−1.23
−1.51∗
−1.85∗∗
2.25
−1.29
2∗∗
−1.29
28
38

Unemployment
25th P
75th P
2.50%
4.80%
0.05
0.09
0.11
0.23
−1.2
−0.35
−1.85∗∗
−0.63
−0.04
−0.71
−0.06
−1.11
−0.27
−0.81
−0.28
−0.85
40
42

(b) Leader Attribute

Years in Oﬃce

Traditional
Quality of Life
Regional Impact
Planning

diﬀ.
t-score
diﬀ.
t-score
diﬀ.
t-score
diﬀ.
t-score

N

10th P
≤1
−0.36
−0.79
0.49
0.8
0.32
0.43
−1.16
−1.06
33

90th P
≥15
0.09
0.41
−0.1
−0.14
0.54
0.66
−1.46
−1.08
24

Education Level
10th P
90th P
≤Some Coll.
≥Masters
0.84
−0.26
0.96
−0.85
−1.13
−0.41
−1.17
−0.97
−0.55
0.14
−0.52
0.29
−0.94
1.95
−0.71
2.04∗∗
24
85

= Public – Private.
< .01, ∗∗ P < .05, ∗ P < .10.

a Diﬀerence
∗∗∗ P

level. Furthermore, public leaders who most emphasized
planning were those with fewer years in oﬃce combined with
a higher level of education.
The findings in Table 3 did not support our hypothesis
regarding private-sector leaders. Rather than private-sector
leaders being most supportive of traditional concerns, when
there was a reliable diﬀerence it was in public-sector leaders
who were most supportive of traditional concerns. Overall,
these findings oﬀered mixed support for our hypotheses. To
provide more definitive evidence, we turned to the results of
our multivariate analysis.

5. Multivariate Findings
Table 4 reports results of multivariate equations that focused
on the influence of city socioeconomic status on the economic development perspective of city leaders.4 The comparison group in these models was private-sector leaders.
We had hypothesized that by comparison to appointed
city leaders, the economic development perspective of publicly elected leaders would be more reflective of city socioeconomic conditions—a hypothesis that reflected traditional
concerns in lower socioeconomic status cities, and nontraditional concerns in higher socioeconomic status cities.

To gauge this relationship, we compared regression slope
coeﬃcients: the more responsive the leadership cohort to
altered socioeconomic conditions, the more pronounced
would be the slope. The standardized slope coeﬃcients,
Beta (β), for the noninteractive leadership variables were
essentially the same, .237 for appointed and .334 for elected
leaders. However, the Beta for the elected leader interactive
term (−.639) was substantially larger than the Beta for the
appointed leader interactive term (.273).
Both appointed and elected leaders gave greater emphasis
to traditional considerations than did private-sector leaders.
As the socioeconomic status of a city increased, however,
both appointed and elected leaders moved away from traditional considerations more than did private-sector leaders.
Crucial to note, however, is that the responsiveness of elected
leaders to altered city conditions (via giving diminished
importance to traditional concerns as city socioeconomic
conditions improved) was the most pronounced. While the
findings in Table 4, Equation 1, supported our expectation
regarding the influence of city economic conditions on
the traditional economic development concerns of elected
city leaders, they did not support our hypothesis regarding
private-sector leaders. Both appointed and elected public leaders were reliably more supportive of traditional
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Table 3: Mean economic development-public versus private-sector city leaders.
(a) Category Scores by City Socioeconomic Indicators

Traditional
Quality of Life
Regional Impact
Planning

diﬀ.a
t-score
diﬀ.
t-score
diﬀ.
t-score
diﬀ.
t-score

N

% Bachelors
25th P
75th P
≤4.96%
≥11.05%
1.26
−0.15
−0.32
3.13∗
−0.89
0.33
∗∗∗
−1.5
0.57
−2.29
−1.27
−3.02∗
−1.59∗
1.04
0.73
0.95
0.74
44
52

Median Family Income
25th P
75th P
≤ $33,919
≥ $54,253
1.38
−0.59
2.59∗∗∗
−1.24
−1.08
0.67
∗∗
−1.72
1.28
−2.06
−1.45
−2.61∗∗∗
−1.74∗∗
0.48
0.96
0.41
0.89
38
51

Unemployment
25th P
75th P
≤2.5%
≥4.8%
−0.44
0.95
−0.77
2.43∗∗∗
−0.44
−0.06
−0.5
−0.12
0.26
−0.63
0.27
−0.99
−1.733
1.12
−1.41∗
1.2
44
58

(b) Leader Attributes

Years in Oﬃce

Traditional
Quality of Life
Regional Impact
Planning
N

diﬀ.
t-score
diﬀ.
t-score
diﬀ.
t-score
diﬀ.
t-score

10th P
≤1
1.06
1.87∗∗
−0.26
−0.36
−0.86
−0.96
2.2
1.62∗
39

90th P
≥15
0.58
2.4∗∗∗
0.60
0.79
−2.39
−2.88∗∗∗
1.38
0.99
34

Education Level
10th P
90th P
≤Some Coll.
≥Masters
0.45
−0.02
0.74
−0.06
−0.22
0.22
−0.34
0.43
−2.74
−2.74
−2.79∗∗∗
−4.19∗∗∗
0.46
1.95
0.45
2.04∗∗
34
85

= Public – Private.
< .01, ∗∗ P < .05, ∗ P < .10.

a Diﬀerence
∗∗∗ P

economic development considerations than were privatesector leaders.
The only nonsocioeconomic influence to have a statistically reliable relationship with traditional considerations
was metropolitan status. Leaders in metropolitan area cities
accorded greater importance to traditional economic development concerns than did leaders of rural communities. If
appointed and elected leaders were less concerned with
traditional considerations by comparison to private-sector
leaders, what were they more concerned with? By comparison to private-sector leaders, both elected and appointed
leaders emphasized planning, but deemphasized regional
concerns (Table 4, Equations 3 and 4).
Table 5 reports the results of multivariate equations that
focused on the influence of professionalism.5 The comparison group in these models was elected leaders.
We had anticipated that as the level of education and
job experience among private-sector and appointed city
leaders increased, the greater the importance these leaders
would accord traditional economic development concerns.
The findings in Table 5 indicated no relationship between
economic development perspective and level of professionalism. The only reliable relationships were when the level
of professionalism was accounted for private-sector leaders

who were less concerned with both traditional economic
development considerations and planning compared with
public-sector leaders. Again, we had expected private-sector
leaders to be most concerned with traditional considerations.
This expectation was not borne out by the findings.

6. Discussion
Our research was guided by the following question: under
what conditions are city leaders more likely to consider
nontraditional community concerns when deciding on economic development strategies for their city? To address this
question, we focused on diﬀerences between city leadership
positions by employing results of a survey of five types of city
leaders across Texas. Overall, our findings were consistent
with the empirical findings of other scholars (e.g., [22]) that
indicate that most city economic development eﬀorts have
continued in the traditional vein.
Our analysis indicates that traditional economic development concerns including priority given to downtown
development, revenue, and jobs tend to comprise the
dominant economic development perspective of city leaders
in Texas. There is reliable variation, however, in economic
development perceptive that is associated with leadership
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Table 4: Economic development perspective and city socioeconomic status.

Appointed X SES
Elected X SES
Appointed
Elected
SES
Median Family Income
%College
%Unemployment (Inv.)
Metro
Council-Manager
Population
Constant
N
Adj. R2
Prob > F

Equation 1
Traditional
(β)
−2.95e − 6∗∗
−.273
(1.23e − 6)
−2.73e-6∗∗∗
−.639
(1.00e − 6)
0.96∗∗∗
.327
(.32)
0.93∗∗∗
.334
(.30)
2.19e − 6∗
.537
(1.27e − 6)
1.49e − 6∗
.007
(2.28e − 6)
−0.05
−.180
(0.04)
−0.27
−.026
(1.01)
0.44∗∗
.150
(0.22)
−0.01
−.001
(0.36)
−1.13e-6
−.099
(8.02e-7)
8.19∗∗∗
(0.53)
207
.079
.004

Equation 2
Quality of life
9.09e − 7
(1.50e − 6)
9.96e − 7
(1.26e − 6)
−0.54
(0.40)
−0.22
(0.38)
3.41e − 7
(1.58e − 6)
1.26e − 6
(2.82e − 6)
0.03
(0.05)
0.40
(1.27)
−0.02
(0.28)
0.16
(0.43)
−6.28e-8
(1.01e-6)
5.29∗∗∗
(0.65)
208
.093
.093

(β)
.070
.173
−.145
−.064

.066
.045
.092
.030
−.005

.027
−.004

Nontraditional
Equation 3
Regional
(β)
−1.51e − 6
−.089
(2.04e − 6)
−2.69e − 7
−.037
(1.75e − 6)
−1.15∗∗
−.237
(0.55)
−1.33∗∗
−.285
(0.52)
5.08e − 7
.074
(2.20e − 6)
−5.20e − 6
−.123
(4.31e − 6)
−0.05
−.106
(0.06)
1.86
.106
(1.72)
0.03
.005
(0.39)
−0.15
−.020
(0.59)
3.97e-7
.021
(1.37e-6)
5.72∗∗∗
(0.89)
206
.086
.086

Equation 4
Planning
(β)
−3.88e − 6
−.163
(2.77e − 6)
−3.51e − 6
−.352
(2.32e − 6)
1.33∗
.196
(0.73)
1.89∗∗∗
.292
(0.69)
4.89e − 6∗
.514
(2.92e − 6)
8.31e − 6
.015
(5.20e − 6)
0.09
.145
(0.09)
−1.10
−.044
(2.33)
−0.39
−.055
(0.52)
0.08
.007
(0.80)
2.63e-6
.094
(1.86e-6)
5.71∗∗∗
(1.19)
211
.128
.079

∗∗∗ P < .01, ∗∗ P < .05, ∗ P < .10; Standard Errors in Parentheses.
Appointed = Manager + EDC; Elected = Mayor + Council; SES = Median Family Income + %College + %Unemployment (Inv).

position and city socioeconomic status. As we expected, our
findings show that the economic development perspective of
city leaders can reliably vary depending upon the particular
leadership position. Also as expected, our findings show that
the socioeconomic conditions of a city can influence the
economic development outlook of city leaders, and that the
level of influence is most pronounced for elected city oﬃcials.
Unexpectedly, our findings reveal that private-sector leaders
are not more oriented toward traditional economic development considerations than are public-sector city leaders. Also
unexpectedly, our findings indicate no reliable relationship
between economic development perspective and the level of
professionalism among city leaders.
Our survey of city leaders ran from late 2005 through
early 2006, and came to an end two years before the present
Great Recession, an economic downturn that some observers
claim to be the worst since the Great Depression of the
1930s. The economy appeared relatively healthy during the
time of our survey, both nationally and in Texas. The
unemployment rate in Texas was 5.9% and had remained

virtually unchanged during the previous twelve months
[46]. Texas initially proved to be somewhat insulated from
economic downturn due to demand for oil and gas and its
petrochemical economic base. However, several years after
the onset of the Recession, the United States continues in
its grip, and adverse economic conditions have hit the state
of Texas. By August 2011, unemployment in the state had
reached 8.4% [47]. While lower than the national average of
9.1% [48], the present rate represents an increase over the
June level of 8.2% and is the highest level of unemployment
in Texas since 1987 [49].
To return to an earlier point, a study of the strategies
used for achieving economic growth is particularly relevant
in times of severe economic downturn when city budgets
are stretched and traditional economic development policies
may be insuﬃcient to address economic challenges. It is
important to, therefore, speculate about what the economic
development perspectives of city leaders would be if leaders
were surveyed today. While we do not have systematic data
regarding economic development perspectives in the present

Urban Studies Research

9
Table 5: Economic development perspective and city leader professionalism.

Private X
Professionalism
Appointed X
Professionalism
Private
Appointed
Professionalism
Years in Oﬃce
Less than Bachelors
Greater than Bachelors
Metro
Council-Manager
Population
Constant
N
Adj. R2
Prob > F

Equation 1
Traditional
(β)
0.06
.248
(0.04)
0.03
.140
(0.04)
−1.05∗∗
−.316
(0.48)
−0.19
−.067
(0.47)
−0.19
−.890
(0.28)
−.632
0.13
(0.28)
−0.19
−.056
(0.63)
0.34
.116
(0.40)
0.22
.072
(0.23)
−0.15
−.031
(0.35)
−1.02e − 6
−.091
(8.71e − 6)
37.77∗∗∗
(2.32)
191
.025
.155

Equation 2
Quality of Life
−0.02
(0.05)
0.00
(0.05)
0.10
(0.62)
−0.39
(0.62)
0.50
(0.35)
−0.47
(0.34)
1.19
(0.78)
−0.24
(0.50)
0.41
(0.29)
−0.01
(0.44)
−6.09e − 7
(1.11e − 6)
3.37∗∗∗
(1.50)
193
.001
.432

(β)
−.055

.011
.024
−.102

1.899
−1.754

.280
−.065

.108
−.002
−.043

Nontraditional
Equation 3
Regional
(β)
0.04
.117
(0.06)
−0.05
−.115
(0.07)
0.88
.157
(0.80)
0.43
.086
(0.78)
−0.23
−.672
(0.45)
0.29
.816
(0.44)
−0.06
−.011
(1.01)
0.61
.125
(0.65)
−0.01
−.003
(0.37)
0.49
.064
(0.58)
−5.64e − 7
−0.30
(1.44e − 6)
4.18∗∗∗
(1.94)
191
.049
.042

Equation 4
Planning
(β)
−0.04
−.067
(0.08)
0.02
.038
(0.09)
−1.11∗∗
−.145
(1.13)
−1.11
−.160
(1.10)
−0.77
−1.591
(0.63)
0.82
1.684
(0.63)
−2.27
−.290
(1.42)
0.70
.105
(0.90)
0.34
.048
(0.52)
0.17
.016
(0.80)
2.75e − 6
.105
(2.02e − 6)
10.87∗∗∗
(2.73)
195
.014
.252

∗∗∗ P < .01, ∗∗ P < .05, ∗ P < .10; Standard Errors in Parentheses.
Private = Chamber; Appointed = Manager + EDC; Professionalism = no. Years in Oﬃce + Level of Education.

economic situation, our findings may provide insight into
the economic development outlook of city leaders in the
context of the Great Recession given that they point to
the significant influence city socioeconomic status has on
the economic development outlook of city leaders. Adverse
economic conditions heighten the focus of public-sector
city leaders on traditional economic development elements.
Public leaders give significantly greater weight to traditional
considerations such as downtown development, city revenue,
and job creation in communities with lower income, higher
unemployment, and lower levels of education than do
leaders of communities that are economically better oﬀ. Our
findings also reveal that elected city leaders are particularly
responsive to city socioeconomic conditions as compared to
appointed leaders.
Scholars over time have challenged the traditional approach to local economic development in the United States,
and many have called for increased attention to quality
of life issues. Our findings suggest, however, that in better economic times city leaders deemphasize traditional

considerations and in tougher economic times they emphasize traditional concerns. Applying these findings to our
current recession climate, we posit that a shift away from relative economic health to an economy of austerity produces a
correlated shift in the economic development perspectives of
city leaders. Specifically, our findings suggest that uncertainty
caused by downward shifts in national and local economies
results in a “retreat” by city leaders from nontraditional
ways of thinking about economic development to traditional
thinking.
Economic uncertainty about the future, caused by high
unemployment and lack of reliable resource streams, encourages perspectives (at least in the short term) that embrace
well-known practices. Adopting a traditional model that
emphasizes economic and business considerations at the
expense of nontraditional quality of life issues guards against
any accusation that “risky,” nonproductive strategies might
be employed. Additionally, elected leaders such as mayors
and city council members can claim to be acting in the
best economic interests of constituents (to borrow from a
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point made by Feiock et al. [4]). Even appointed oﬃceholders such as city managers, however, are not immune
from community and local interest-group concern (see e.g.,
[50, 51]. A city manager’s job can depend upon a satisfied
elected leadership whose satisfaction can well depend on
public mood.
A potential stumbling block to our theory of retreat
arises when we consider that the traditional approach to local
economic development in the United States has involved
local governments using their resources to stimulate private
investment (relying on Krumholz’s, [5], definition). During a
period of pronounced economic retrenchment—with fewer
federal grants and little-if-any in the way of state resources,
as well as a decided unwillingness of citizens to pay higher
taxes—how can cities come up with the financial resources
needed to promote, or subsidize, economic development
projects in the hope of creating jobs or increasing revenue?
If uncertainty leads to a retreat toward what is tried-andtrue, and if the tried-and-true depends on resources that are
unavailable, the consequences may be less than optimal. One
conceivable consequence is inaction. As city leaders retreat
toward traditional economic development measures that
focus attention on eﬀorts that cannot be pursued due to lack
of resources, they close oﬀ other avenues of consideration,
thereby creating a climate of inaction.
For elected city leaders, inaction may not be the worst
consequence. If economic conditions improve within some
reasonable timeframe, the crisis passes and life goes on. In the
meantime, rhetoric about what should be done and perhaps
finger-pointing at other levels of government may suﬃce.
Inaction, however, may be less viable both politically and
in terms of ramifications for the lives of citizens the longer
that economic recession continues. To borrow liberally from
Lubell et al. [24], we might know that retreat has failed
when normally low local voter turnout increases sharply
and reflects citizen dissatisfaction via the defeat of local
incumbents.
We believe our findings, based on city leaders in Texas,
have a broad application for cities in other states. The extent
to which state government is involved with local aﬀairs
can vary. Texas state government has a long tradition of
staying out of local aﬀairs and of leaving local growth and
land use policy up to local government [25, 28, 52]. In
the context of economic recession and austerity, diminished
state (along with federal) resources require local units to
increasingly provide for themselves. Our present national
economic setting, therefore, may in some measure force a
replication in many states of what has traditionally been the
case in Texas—a laissez-faire state orientation toward local
government. In the absence of external resources, and left to
their own devices, city leaders will turn to traditional, “bread
and butter,” economic development considerations.
The influence of city socioeconomic status aside, our
study reveals reliable diﬀerences in economic development
perspectives held by diﬀerent types of city leaders. First, our
findings point to the importance of institutional expectations. Elected leaders such as mayors and council members
are expected to be responsive to the public (or in Svara’s [53]
terms, to hold a “constituency orientation”). The outlook
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of these oﬃceholders varies depending upon the socioeconomic conditions of their community. To a lesser, though still
reliable, extent, the economic development perspective of
appointed public leaders, managers and EDC directors, also
varies with city socioeconomic conditions. As professional
administrators, city managers are expected to be somewhat
above the political fray. However, city managers are not
immune from the possibility of replacement by elected
leaders when under pressure from constituents to alleviate
adverse economic or social conditions. City managers can
and do get involved in policy formulation, and it seems
fair to say that city managers are expected to help promote
policy that keeps elected leaders in power. Because they
are appointed by a governing board whose members are in
turn appointed by the local council, economic development
directors in Texas similarly are not divorced from the local
political, economic, and social setting (see End Note 1 ).
Given the nature of their constituency, local chamber of
commerce presidents are expected to articulate the interests
of business. Contrary to our prediction, though, chamber
presidents are not more oriented toward traditional economic development concerns than are public-sector leaders.
They do, however, hold a more regional view compared to
other leaders. (see Table 4, Equation 3). We speculate that in
terms of institutional expectations, local chamber presidents
are expected to be oriented toward regional growth in order
to advance business interests. Our speculation is premised on
the idea that business vitality is enhanced through expanding
the local market (i.e., outward from the city to the region).
Our findings may, therefore, be compatible with the idea
that chamber presidents are expected to hold a pronounced
regional outlook.
Finally, we find it interesting that our analysis revealed
no reliable association between economic development
perspective and the level of professionalism among city
leaders. We cannot conclude from this, however, that professionalism per se has no impact. Additional or alternate
measures may be necessary to better “capture” the influence
of professionalism. If we assume, for instance, that prior
experience matters (as we did), then an additional measure
might be the total number of years in public (or private)
service and not solely the number of years in the present
position. Furthermore, if we assume that the nature of the
prior experience matters, then the number of years spent in
prior executive positions as opposed to legislative or board
positions might also contribute to capturing the influence of
professionalism. Generally, more research is needed in this
area. What our study does reveal is that neither the number
of years in the present position nor the city leaders’ level of
education is associated with economic development outlook.

7. Conclusion
We conclude with some commentary on our analysis and
thoughts for future research. Case study research provides an
abundance of valuable information but leaves open questions
about how the behavior under investigation “works” in the
aggregate. A significant contribution of our present research
to studies in urban policy is that it provides a systematic
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analysis of economic development perspectives across a
variety of city leaders and across numerous cities. Our
analysis can also be built upon. The majority of cities in
Texas are reformed in that they employ city managers with
part-time mayors and small and part-time city councils.
An analysis of nonreformed, strong-mayor systems might
shed light on the significance of the mayoral perspective on
economic development, and an analysis of cities with large,
full-time councils may provide enhanced insight into the
influence of local legislative bodies.
Future research might also expand upon the mix of
city leaders employed for analysis. The leadership cohort
we examined was derived to a large extent from reformed
cities. As noted earlier, we make no claim that the leadership cohort we identified is applicable to every city.
And, significant economic development participants such
as nonprofits, educational institutions, community groups,
and relevant private-sector firms might also be identified.
While our study employed several types of nontraditional
economic development concerns, it could also be beneficial
to expand the scope of nontraditional considerations to
explicitly include items that pertain to cultural, entertainment, and recreational opportunities. Finally, our analysis
employed several conditions that potentially influence economic development perspective—diﬀerences in leadership
position, city socioeconomic status, and city leader professionalism. Future research expanding upon our findings
might explore additional conditions and factors that aﬀect
economic development perspective such as sources of available information, association members, and the frequency
and types of meetings attended.

Endnotes
1. Many cities in Texas utilize an economic development
corporation (EDC). In 1979, the Texas state legislature
gave cities the authority to establish city-level EDCs.
Since that time, the use of EDCs has increased steadily.
According to a recent count, there are over 600 EDCs in
Texas [54]. The state legislature has empowered EDCs to
pursue a range of local economic development activities.
These include job training, infrastructure projects, seed
money for start-up businesses, and improvements in
amenities such as parks and recreational facilities. EDCs
are primarily funded by a local sales tax. Local sales taxes
in Texas cannot exceed 2.0%, of which 0.5% can fund an
EDC.
2. Our analysis excludes three survey items—support from
other city leaders (ranked 4th among the 13 items with
a mean of 8.5), support from citizen groups (ranked 6th
with a mean of 7.5), and support from local business
(ranked 9th with a mean of 6.4). While these items are
relevant for other research, they do not fit the focus
of our present study because they deal with career and
political motivations of leaders. While these items could
be transformed into a fifth index measuring political
and career aspirations of political leaders, we selected
to omit this index because political concerns are likely
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to be driven by factors outside our present theoretical
framework. It is, for example, unlikely that a mayor is
going to stop caring about the opinions and views of
citizens when the economic situation in a city improves.
Essentially, our theory provides no hypotheses for this
dependent variable, and from the perspective of our set
of independent variables we believe a political/career
index would be unrelated.
3. To identify extreme cases for the socioeconomic indicators, we initially used the 10th and 90th percentile. There
proved to be few cases for analysis at these levels.
4. Our multivariate analyses displayed in Table 4 test for
the separate as well as the combined influences of
city socioeconomic status measures. The composite
variable, SES, is as follows: Family Income X %College
X %Unemployment. Each variable is calibrated in
the same direction, %Unemployment was inverted as
follows: %Unemployment/1. As a result, higher values
for each city socioeconomic status indicator—Median
Family Income, %College and %Unemployment—
indicate higher socioeconomic status.
5. Our multivariate analyses displayed in Table 5 test for
the separate as well as the combined influence of the
city leader professionalism measures. The composite
variable, Professionalism, is as follows: Years in Position
X Level of Education.
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