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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This study represents one of the few, if not the only, 

comprehensive attempts to profile and analyze the position of the 

general manager of public and private transit systems. In 

addition to presenting a profile, the study endeavors to charac

terize the environment in which the general manager operates. 

Due to the peculiarity of this changing environment and the criti

cal nature of the general manager's positon to the future of mass 

transit, foundational inquiry such as that provided by this study 

is very timely. 

Among the most important questions which this study 

attempts to answer are: From where are general managers of tran

sit systems recruited? How long do they remain in their positions? 

Are they generally promoted from within the transit agency or are 

they recruited from outside? Do the recruitment practices vary 

with size, age of system and method by which the board is selected? 

Is there any correlation between nature of board selection 

(appointed versus elected) and the tenure, termination and res

ignation of general managers? Are limitations (constraints) on 

the authority of the general manager related to the size of the 

system, age and method of board selection? Are general managers 

recruited based on general or technical (specialist) educational 

background and training? What are mutual perceptions of general 

managers and boards on major issues such as the roles, functions 

and responsibilities of the board? What criteria are used to 

evaluate the general manager's performance? What is the nature 

of the relationship of the general manager with deputy/assistant 

general managers. What are the responsibilities of the general 

manager and the board for policy making, budget, planning, staff 

hiring and termination, intergovernme nta l relations and collective 

bargaining. 

The basic research methodology used in conducting this 

study was that of survey research. Secondary information sources 

were principally used to develop the study's theoretical framework 
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and refine the issues and questions to be addressed by the three 

survey instruments. The study's two primary data collection 

phases involved, (1) the mailing out of a questionnaire to 

general managers and assistant general managers in 126 transit 

systems and (2) the administering of an interview format to 

general managers, assistant general managers and board members 

during site visits to thirty select systems. 

When comparing this study's profile data with profiles 

which were developed in 1973 and 1976, one point which is made 

abundantly clear is that the position of the general manager 

has undergone significant transition during the past decade. 

Some of these more significant changes are associated with pro

file factors such as age, sex, race, salary, education, length 

of tenure, and career patterns: 

1. General managers and assistant general managers are 

considerably younger today than they were a decade ago. 

2. There has been a significant but modest penetration 

of minorities and women into the top two levels of 

management within transit agencies. 

3. Salaries, while still lagging behind private industry, 

have risen to a very competitive level when compared 

to that of other senior executives in the public sector. 

4. Transit senior executives possess considerably more 

academic exposure than they did in the very recent past. 

Almost half of the general managers responding to this 

study's survey held graduate and professional degrees. 

5. Transit managers of today exhibit greater professional 

mobility. Their tenure with a particular agency is 

unlikely to exceed five years. 

6. General managers are more likely to have a general man

agement education and background, as opposed to having 

extensive technical experience in the transit industry. 
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A profile and analysis such as that which this study pre

sents only represent a starting point in efforts to better under

stand the nature of the position of transit general manager. The 

following recommendations are intended to provide direction for 

future efforts: 

1. Professional Collaboration and Development - Agencies, 

such as UMTA and organizations such as APTA, are encou

raged to sponsor or facilitate more career development 

seminars, training programs, a nd annual meetings 

specifically intended for general managers. 

2. Performance Measurement - Efforts should be directed 

towards the development of performance indicators which 

are designed to assess the individual performance of 

general managers. These indicators would complement 

the organizational performance measures presently used 

to assess the productivity of general managers. 

3. Professional Mobility - The industry should develop a 

more positive attitude about the professional mobility 

exhibited by transit managers. Contrary to many years 

of management inbreeding, the high turnover rate which 

is presently pervasive of the industry provides for the 

transference of knowledge and skills from one transit 

or non-transit agency to another. 

4. Minority and Women Transit Executiv es - The transit 

industry should pursue more aggressive efforts designed 

to increase the number of minority and women general 

managers and assistant general managers. 

5. Board-Staff Relations - In many transit agencies, the 

board, the general manager and the senior staff need 

to better define their respective roles, functions, and 

responsibilities. 

6. Data Base on Transit Executives - UMTA should resume 

and expand its data collection efforts in the form of 

a national data base on transit executives. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

There are few research efforts which have examined the 

office of the general manager of either public or private transit 

systems. Another neglected area of study is that of individuals 

who occupy the next level of management -- deputy or assistant 

general managers. The few related studies which have been done 

have examined transit management or transit managers in general; 

they have given little attention to senior level transit execu

tives. 

The purpose of this study is to profile and analyze the 

position of the general manager of selected public and private 

transit systems of varying sizes and ages who work for appointed 

and elected transit boards and general purpose council and 

commissions. This research profiles transit general managers and 

their immediate assistants with emphasis on such issues as age, 

sex, race, salary, education and training, professional background, 

career advancement patterns, length of tenure, performance 

evaluation, span of control, degree of responsibilities, limita

tions/constraints, and management style. 

Although boards, councils, and commissions have the 

responsibility for setting policies, an effective general manager 

is the single most important transit official within any local 

jurisdiction. This is dependent on the individual's ability to 

make an astute and professional contribution to the policy making 

process, as well as, to meet the challenge of effective and 

efficient implementation. The question which this study endeavors 

to begin to address is whether the general managers presently in 

the industry possess these capabilities, or is there necessity for 

a new breed of transit executive. 

One point of clarification might be appropriate with 
respect to the use of the terms "general manager (GM)," "deputy 

general manager" and "assistant general manager (AGM)". The 
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individual occupying this position of the chief executive officer 

of the transit agencies is commonly referred to as the "general 

manager". However, there is considerable variety in the official 

titles assigned to this position, i.e. director of transportation, 

transportation administrator, resident manager (contract firms), 

pres ident (private firms), transit superintendent, and executi v e 

director . 

Although the focus of this research is on the position of 

the general manager, profile data were also collected on the 

indivi dual(s) occu pyi ng the second highest leve l of supervision 

within the various transit agencies. The purpose for doing such 

is twofold. First, it is to provide additional career ladder 

insi ght abou t the GMs by surveying those persons who are most 

likely t o inherit the position, e v entually. Secondl y , it is 

assumed that assistant/deputy general managers operate closest to 

the GM and would therefore be able to offer valuable insights 

through their perceptions about the position, as well as its 

e nvironment. When there is only one individual operating at the 

second hi ghest level of management, he / she is normally referred 

to as the '' deputy general manager". When there is more than one, 

the term '' assistant general manager" is often used. This report 

will use the latter in referring to both. 

A study such as this significantly contributes to the 

analytic foundation needed to assess the effectiveness of public 

transit properties. The development of this evaluative capa

bility is critical, particularly in light of the tremendous 

expansion of the industry and the level of federal, state and 

local inv estments made during the past two decades. Also signifi

cant is the increased attention focused on transit which resulted 

from energy shortages, spiraling labor costs, and decreased 

operating assistance from the federal government. 

This study does not attempt to evaluate the performance 

of general managers. Its purpose is far more foundational. It 

endeavors to develop an industry-wide profile of transit general 

managers and their immediate assistants, as well as, characterize 

the environment in which they operate. The product of this 

res e arch project should significantly contribute to the develop-
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ment of a set of viable qualitative and quantitative performance 

measures. 

Transit General Managers: The Need for Inquiry 

In a provocative essay entitled, "The Manager's Job: 

Folklore and Fact", Henry Mintzburg writes: 

No job is more vital to our society than that of 
the manager. It is time to strip away the folklore 
about managerial work, and time to study it 
realistically so that we can begin the difficult 
task of making significant improvements in its 
performance.l 

There has been little substantive research which has examined the 

office of the general manager of public transit systems. Further 

research and studies are essential to enable us to better under

stand this vital position. With the increased importance of public 

transportation, concern for effective management of transit 

agencies is growing. Research shows that the multi-faceted roles 

of transit managers involve much more than the traditional 

functions of organizing, coordinating and controlling the use of 

resources devoted to mass transit. The general manager must per

fect skills in negotiations, motivation, conflict management, 

establishing informational networks, crisis management, as well 

as others. 

In his article entitled, "The Management of Public Transit", 

George Smerk emphasizes the need for what he calls the "complete 

manager". This concern is prompted by the fact that transit 

management has traditionally been dominated by an "operations" 

orientation. His thesis is that modern-day urban mass transit 

requires a general manager with a strong management aptitude as 

well as operations orientation. 

Smerk also asserts that many transit managers "stumbled 

into their positions, rather than having arrived there as a 

result of careful recruitment or an early decision to seek out 

1Henry Mintzburg, "The Manager's Job: Folklore and Fact: 
Harvard Business Review, (July/August 1975): 61. 
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tran s it as an interesting and rewarding career area." He states 

that public transit has traditionally been outside of the conven

tion a l ma instream of American business; there for e, it becomes 

dif f icult to attract talented career-oriented persons into 

management positions. Smerk says this resulted in the industry 

promo ting persons from within to the top position(s) . 2 

Professor Smerk adds that there is a v ital need to 

strengthen transit management by utilizing many of the lessons 

learned from private businesses. 3 This approach will necessitate 

a new breed of manager with a professional education, who is adept 

in applying a systematic approach to transit operations and 

marketing utilized by most modern business firms. UMTA's Mass 

Tr a n s it Mana g ement Handbook for Small Cities, 4 points out that 

mana gement is both an art a nd a science, and that management's 

effectiveness depends upon the qualities of leadership po ssessed 

by the individual ma nager and his team. Philip Ringo's "Transit 

Operations : The Man ager's Perspective," identifies some of the 

key a reas in which gene r a l managers must be knowledgeable; these 

include finance, marketing, maintenance, scheduling, insurance, 

planning personnel and labor relations and organizational 

behavior. 5 Henry Mintzburg shows the complexity of the general 

manager's job in the following typology of roles involved in the 
. . 6 position: 

2George Smerk, "The Management of Public Transit" in 
Public Transportation: Planning, Operations and Management, eds. 
G.E. Gray and L.A. Holy, (Englewood Cli ffs : Prentice Hall, Inc., 
1979), pp. 422-442. 

3Ibid . 

4uMTA, Mass Transit Management: A Handbook for Small 
Cities Vol. 11: Management and Control, (Washington , D.C.: U.S. 
Depar tment of Transportation, September 1980), p. 83. 

5Philip Ringo, "Transit Operations: The Manager's Per
spective" in Public Transportation Planning Operations and Manage
ment, ed . G.E. Gray and L.A. Holy, (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice 
Ha ll, Inc ., 1979), pp. 443-451. 

6 Op. Cit., Mintzberg. 
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The general manager's task is to perform these multiple 

roles simultaneously while relating to staff, board, state, local, 

regional and federal officials and the ridership. The question 

arises: Where can a person with such unique talents be found 

and where can he be recruited? Carl Willis in his article, 

"How Engineers Can Learn To Be Better Managers", says that 

companies apparently still look for managers with "90 percent 

technical competence and 10 percent people smarts". He makes two 

key observations: (1) large firms that have been most successful 

stress that the manager's ability to motivate and lead people is 

of equal importance; and (2) a major difference in managing private 

and public firms is that in the latter, it is as important how 

things are done as what is done because public confidence must be 
. . d 7 maintaine. 

A major aspect of the roles, functions, and responsiblities 

of the general manager is his relationship to the transit's 

governing board. With the shift from private to public ownership 

of most transit systems in recent years, the composition and role 

of the governing boards of directors have changed and expanded. 

Some are appointed while others are elected. The background 

experience and transit knowledge of its members significantly 

impact upon and help to define the environment of the general 

manager. 

The central concern with respect to the general manager 

and the board involves questions of power relationship (decision

making) and the appropriate level of board involvement in the 

manag ement and operation of the system. Kevin Horn's article 

7carl Willis, "How Engineers Can Learn to be Better 
Managers," Passenger Transport (October 1981): 193. 
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"Man agerial Decision Making Criteria in Urban Mass Transit" 

a ddresses the relationship between the board and executive manage

ment in a study of 37 transit systems in 17 states in 1974-1975. 

This portion of Horn's study viewed indices such as board involve

ment in the selection of executive personnel, determining compen

sation, evaluation of executive management and executive 

report ing to the board. He concluded that a variety of operational 

functions were performed by transit boards of directors under the 

umbr e lla of policy making. He further concluded that some f orm 

of separation between tr ansit operation and exogenous political 

decision-making (by the board) was desirable. 8 

In a tongue a nd cheek article, Milton Laurenstein ob s erves 

that a ny seasoned chief executive officer knows how to "avert any 

possibility that the directors might actually begin to have a 

real influence on the progress of the enterprise". 9 He further 

observes that it is increasingly important that the chief executive 

officer develop and maintain a good working knowledge of many 

useful techniques for ensuring the preservation of the importance 

of the board. Some of these techniques include: (1) increasing 

the size of the board; ( 2) well prepared meetings; ( 3) selection 

of unimportant but excessively specific items for the agenda, and 

(4) structuring general policy statements for the board's 
10 a pproval. 

When the roles, functions and responsibilities of the 

board are more clearly defined, those of the GM are also defined. 

According to Myles Mace, in his article, "The President and the 

Board of Directors", there are three classic functions of boards 

of directors: (1) establishing basic objectives, corporate 

strategies, and board policies; (2) asking discerning questions; 

8Kevin Horn, "Managerial Decision Making Criteria in 
Urba n Mass Transit," Transportation Journal (Summer, 1978): 56-70. 

9Milton Laurenstein, "Preserving the Importance of the 
Board of Directors", Har vard Business Review (Jul y/Aug ust 1977) :36. 

lOibid, pp. 37-39. 
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and, (3) selecting the president. However, his analysis leads 

him to question whether many boards have positioned themselves 

to accomplish these functions. Mace attempts to view the other 

side of the argument posed by Laurenstein. He is encouraging 

the president or chief executive officer to pursue stra tegies 

which enhance the responsibilities of the board, short of 

d . 1 . 1 11 unwarrante opera tiona invo vement. 

Another area of general manager-board relationship is that 

of inter-governmental relations. The concern is whether the 

general manager or the board is the chief negotiator in rel a ting 

to federal, state or other local governments. An interesting 

contrast exists between the Metropolitan Atlanta Rapid Transit 

Authority (MARTA) and the ~etro Dade Transportation Administra

tion with respect t o the transit system and the state 

legislature. In the case of MARTA, the Board is extensively 

involved in negotiation and programmatic relations with the state 

le g islature. In contrast, the Metro Dade General Manag er and his 

management team conduct most of the negotiations between the 

state leg islature and the transit system. One reason f or this 

might be that the Metro-Dade governing body is a g eneral purpose 

go ve rnment rather tha n a separate transit authority. The fact 

that the MARTA Board is appointed while the Metro-Dade Board is 

elected, might also be a determining factor on the nature of 

inter-governmental relations. 

The above information raises a number of questions 

concerning the office of the general manager which this 

study will attempt to answer: From where are general managers of 

transit systems recruited? How long do they remain in their 

positions? Are they generally promoted from within the transit 

ag ency or are they recruited from outside? Do the recruitment 

practices vary with size, age of system and method by which the 

boar d is selected? Is there any correlation between the nature 

of the board's selection (appointed versus elected) and the 

11Myles Mace, ''The President and the Board of Directors" 
Harvard Business Rev iew (March/April 1972): 37-49. 
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tenure, termination and resignation of general managers? Are 

limitations (constraints) on the authority of the general 

man ager related to the size of the system, age and method of 

board selection? Are general managers recruited based on 

gen e ral or technical (specialist) educational background and 

trui ning? What are the mutual perceptions of general managers 

a nd boards on major issues such as role, f unctions and 

responsibility of board? What criteri a are used to evaluate the 

genera l manager's performance? What i s the nature of the relation

ship of the general manager with deputy/assistant general 

manager or di v ision heads? Are management styles (pro ac tive 

versus reactive) 

board selection? 

related to size of system, age and nature of 

What are the responsibilities of the general 

manager and the board for inter-governmental relations? 

Research Methodology 

The basic research methodology used in conducting this 

study was that of survey research. Secondary information 

sources were principally used to de ve lop the study 's theoretical 

framework and refine the issues and questions to be addressed 

by the three survey instruments. Due to the limited amount of 

research which has been done on transit GMs in particular and 

transit managers in general, it was necessary to review relevant 

non transit literature. Literature outside of transportation wa s 

examined for management theories that were transferrable to the 

transit general manager, particularly that which addressed 

public and private senior level executives. Journals such as 

the Harvard Business Review, Public Administration Review, The 

Bureaucrat, and the Journal of Management effectively comple

mented UMTA, APTA and TRB publications. 

The study's two primary data collection phases involved, 

(1) the mailing out of a questionnaire to GMs and AGMs in 126 

transportation properties, and (2) the administering of one of 

two interview format s to GMs, AGMs and board members during site 

visits to thirty s ystems. These three survey instruments are 

included as Appendices A, Band C. All three instruments were 
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designed to permit statistical inferences be drawn about the 

subject matter. 

The total number of systems included in the sample popula

tion was 156 (126 mail-out and 30 select systems.) This 

represents a fairly comprehensive listing of public and private 

fi x ed route transit systems with at least fifty vehicles. There 

a re approximately 686 fixed route transit operations in 279 

urbanized areas of over 50,000 population. However, three-fourths 

of these systems were not included in the survey because their 

operating environment does not reflect the broad range of 

dynamics which this study attempts to address. 

The mail-out survey instrument was a two-page question

naire which solicited personal profile data as well as limited 

in f ormation about the respondents perceptions about his/her 

agency's recruitment and selection of GMs and AGMs. It was not 

designed with the intent of collecting data on the study's full 

range of concerns. The following profile information was 

requested: (1) age, (2) sex, (3) race, (4) salary, (5) educa

tion, (6) professional certifications, (7) training and career 

development seminars, (8) tenure in position, (9) tenure with 

the system, and (10) four most recent positions. 

Questionnaires were mailed to 126 transit properties. 

The survey population included 126 general managers and approxi

mately 180 deputy assistant/general managers. There was 

difficulty in estimating the number of AGMs making up the 

survey population because in many cases more than one AGM 

reported directly to a general manager. In most of these cases 

there were two or three AGMs; however, in some instances there 

were as many as six. 

The GMs and / or AGMs of 70 (61.9%) systems responded to 

the survey. Questionnaires were received from 72 (57.1%) GMs and 

114 (63.3%) AGMs. Table 1.1 provides a summary of respondents 

by size of system, form of ownership and type of governing board. 

Table 1.2 provides a summary characteristics of those systems 

participating in the study. 

The second phase of primary data collection involved 

intensive field research interviews at selected systems. Efforts 
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TABIE 1.1 

SUvMARY OF RESroNDENTS 

General Manager Asst. Gen. Mgr. Board 

Mail Mail Mail 

SYSTEM SIZE Out *Sel Total Out *Sel Total Out *Sel Total 

Srrall Freq 43 10 53 19 13 32 0 17 17 
% 59.7 33.3 52 37 .25 23.6 30 .2 0 43.6 43.6 

Medium Freq 17 10 27 13 17 30 0 12 12 
% 23.6 33.3 26.5 25.5 30.9 28.3 0 30.8 30.8 

Large Freq 12 10 22 19 25 44 0 10 10 
% 16.7 33.3 21.5 37 .25 45.5 41.5 0 25.6 25.6 

TYPE OF OWNERSHIP 
Public Non- Freq 47 14 61 39 38 77 0 24 24 
Contract % 65.3 46.7 59.8 76.5 69 72.6 0 61.5 61.5 

Public Freq 23 14 37 12 14 26 0 15 15 
Contract % 31.9 46.7 36 .3 23.5 25.5 24.5 0 38.5 38.5 

Private Freq 2 2 4 0 3 3 0 0 0 
% 2.8 6.6 3.9 0 5.5 2.8 0 0 0 

TYPE OF CJJV. BD. 
Appt. Freq 59 19 78 40 42 82 0 24 24 

% 81.9 63.3 76.5 78.4 76.4 77 .4 0 61.5 61.5 

Elected Freq 12 8 20 9 11 20 0 12 12 
% 16.7 26.7 19.6 17.6 20 18.9 0 30.8 30.8 

Other Freq 1 3 4 2 2 4 0 3 3 
% 1.4 10 3.9 4 3.6 3.7 0 7.7 7.7 

Total Freq 72 30 102 51 55 106 0 39 39 
Respondents % 70.6 29.4 100 48 52 100 0 100 100 

*Sel - Select Systems 
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TABLE 1.2 

SUMMARY OF TRANSIT SYSTEMS SURVEYED 

Type of System Governing Board States Type of Vehicles 
Selection 

Multi 
Public Contract Private Appt. Elect. Other Bus Rail M:xlal 

Large 
Mail-Gut 4 10 0 10 3 1 11 8 0 5 
Select 1 9 0 6 3 1 8 3 1 6 
'lbtal 5 19 0 16 6 2 19 11 1 11 

Medium 
Mail-Out 6 10 1 16 1 0 12 17 0 0 

I-' Select 4 5 1 7 2 1 0 8 2 0 I-' 

'lbtal 10 15 2 23 3 1 21 25 2 0 

Small 
Mail-Out 19 25 2 35 10 1 24 44 1 2 
Select 8 1 1 6 3 1 8 10 0 0 
'Ibtal 27 26 3 41 13 2 32 54 1 2 

'Ibtal 42 60 5 80 22 5 *41 90 4 13 

*'Ibtal number of States with particii:ating transit systens rather than column total. 



during this phase were basically directed toward more detailed 

observation of the position of GM and AGM in thirty s ystems. One 

of two instruments was administered to interviewees: Transit 

Interview Format (Appendix B) or Board Interview Format 

(Appendix C) . In addition to interviewing GMs and AGMs, a third 

category of responde nt was added during this phase : board 

members. 

The selection of the thirty systems included in this phase 

invo lved a considera tion of several fac tors. Ten of these 

systems were classified as large transit systems (500 o r more 

transi t vehicles). Ten were medium-sized systems (between 120 

a nd 500 vehicles) and ten were small transit s ys tems (between 35 

a nd 150 vehicles). The lower cut-off point for small systems 

was thirty-five vehicles rather than fifty to allow for the 

inclusion o f two other systems (Montgomery and Duke Power-Durham 

Tr a nsit) . This modification served two purposes: one, to 

include Duke Power, one of the few public tr ans it franchises, and 

two , to p rovide for limited consideration o f systems having less 

than f i fty vehic le s (See Ta ble 1.3). 

The other considerations factored into the selection 

proces s were type of systems (public non-contract, public 

con tract, and p ri vate) method of selecting governing board 

(a ppointed tra nsit authority, elected transit authority and 

elected general purpose board or commission), and geographic 

distribution. To the extent which time, funding, scheduling and 

the consideration of other selection factors permitted, an 

attempt was made to select systems in most of the major regions 

of the country. 

Both of the survey instruments solicited two types of 

in f ormation: (1) profile, and (2) perceptions about the GMs, 

AGMs a nd the environment in which they operate. The Transit 

Interview Format solicited the same profile data on the respondent 

(age , sex, race, and education). In addition to the profile 

in formation, both of the interview formats solicited perceptions 

a bout the position of GM and AGM(s). 
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TABLE 1.3 

SELECT TRANSIT SYSTEMS 

CONTRACT** mv. 
TRANSIT AGENCY STATE SIZE PUBLIC/PRIVATE M3T. BOARD 

1. M::lntgorrery Area AL s Public ATC Elect. 
Transit System 

2. Birmingham-Jefferson AL M Public ATE Appt. 
County Transit Auth. 

3. Phoenix Transit AR M Public ATE Elect. 
System 

4. Bay Area Rapid CA L Public Elect.* 
Transit Authority 

5. Long Beach CA M Public Appt. 
Transit 

6. Southern Cal. Rapid CA L Public Appt. 
Transit Dist. 

7. Regional Transit co L Public Elect.* 
District (Denver) 

8. Washington .r-~tro. oc L Public Appt. 
Area Transit Auth. 

9. Hillsborough Tran. FL s Public Appt. 
Auth. (Tarrpa) 

10. BrCMard County FL M Public Elect. 
Div. of Mass. Trans. 

11. M2tro Dade Trans. FL L Public Elect. 
Admin. (Miami) 

12. Orange Seminole FL s Public ATE Appt. 
Osceola Trans. Auth. 

13. t12tro Atlanta GA · L Public Appt. 
Rapid Trans. Auth. 

14. Burlington Northern ILL M Private ATE Appt. 

15. New Orleans Regional IA L Public Appt. 
Transit Auth . 

16. Shreveport Transit IA s Public NCM Other 
System 
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CONTRACT** GJV. 
TRANSIT AGEN::Y S'JATE SIZE PUBLIC/PRIVATE MST. BOARD 

17. Mass Transit Admin. 
Of MD (Bal tirrore) 

18. Jackson Transit 
System 

19. Kansas City 
Area Trans. Auth. 

20. Charlotte 
Transit System 

21 . Duke Power Co. 

22 . Port Authority 
Trans-Hudson Corp. 

23. M2tro Reg. 
Transit (Akron) 

24. Southwest Ohio 
Reg. Trans. Auth. 
(Cin.) 

25. viestern Reserve 
(Youngstown) 

26. Port Auth. of 
Alleg . Co. (Pitts.) 

27. Southeastern 
PA Trans. (Phila.) 

28. Chattanooga Area 
Reg. Trans. Auth. 

29. Austin Transit 
System 

30. City Transit Ser. 
Fort W::Jrth 

MD 

MISS 

M'.) 

NC 

NC 

NY 

OH 

OH 

OH 

PA 

PA 

TN 

TX 

TX 

L 

s 

M 

s 

s 

M 

M 

M 

s 

L 

L 

s 

s 

M 

Public 

Public 

Public 

Public 

Private 

Public 

Public 

Public 

Public 

Public 

Public 

Public 

Public 

Public 

*Indicates governing boards which are single purpose. 

**Contract H:magerrent Finns: 

ATE = ATE Management & Service Company, Inc. 
A'IC = Arrerican Transit Corporation 
M::'.D = M:::Ibnald Transit Associates 
NCM = National City Managerrent Co. 
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ATE 

A'IC 

ATE 

LCCAL 

ATE 

ATE 

A'IC 

other 

Elect. 

Appt. 

Elect. 

Appt. 

Appt. 

Appt. 

Appt. 

Appt. 

Appt. 

Appt. 

Appt. 

Other 

Appt. 



Organization of the Study 

The chapters which follow begin with the presentation of 

pe rsonal profile data on GMs and AGMs, followed by the considera

tion of key issue areas. Chapter Two presents, interprets and 

a nalyz es prof il e data on age, sex, race, salary and education of 

GMs a nd AGMs . Chap t er Three addresses the issue of turnover. 

Pactors such a s longevitity in current position and with the 

respective agen cy a nd turnover of the position during the past 

fiftee n years are considered. Cha pter Four addresses the specialist 

versus generalist issue in considering prior experience and 

career patterns of GMs. Chapter F ive focuses on education, train

ing a nd professional development trends. Chapter Six addresses the 

controversial issue of board-GM relations. Chapter Seven 

exami nes organizational structure and its relationship to GM perfor

mance. Finally, Chapter Eight provides summary observations of the 

profile and discussion of issues. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

PERSONAL PROFILE 

This chap ter provides a found a tio n for the study b y con

sider in g f our b a s ic persona l profile f actors: (1) age, (2) sex , 

( 3) race , a nd (4) s a l ary . The r emainder o f the p r o file factors 

prev io usly mentioned wi ll be discuss ed in contex t o f b roader 

consideratio ns in subsequent chapte rs, i. e . caree r patte rns, 

turnover , an d organi zatio nal structur e. 

For the most part, survey da t a will be presented and 

analyzed us ing one of four t y pe s o f sta tistics: f reque ncie s, 

percentages, averages and mean scores. Caution should be 

exe rc ised in reviewing the data and consid e ring its interpre 
tation , part icular l y with respect to the ave rage s p rov ided. 

Overall averages an d mean scores will be heavily weighted toward 

the r espondents f r om sma ll systems beca use they constituted the 

l argest portion o f the mail-out sample. Ninety of the 156 which 

constitutes the s ample population are small properties. This 

problem d oes not ex ist in anal y zing d a t a f rom the thirty select 

systems s ince there wa s an even distribution of small, mediwn and 

large sys t ems . 

Of the limited works which directl y relate to the subject 

matter, two studies in pa rticular lend themselves to prov iding a 

reference p oint in a ttemp ting to analy ze this study's p rofile 

da t a . Both o f these studies provide profiles on transit GMs and 

AGMs , a s we ll a s, lower level management, a nd technical and 

supervisory personnel in the industry . During 1972-1973, Ray A. 

Mundy an d John Spych a lski conducted a study e ntitled, Managerial 

Res ources and Personnel Practices in Urban Mass Transit. The 

s t udy examin es thirty-one U.S. transit systems and ten Canadian 

systems . The purpose o f this rese a rch project was to identify and 

eva l uat e policies, practices and othe r conditions relating to the 

supp l y of manager ial personnel in the urban mass transit 
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. d 12 in ustry. A second study, done by David Vellenga in 1976, is 

entitled Management Personnel in Urban Mass Transportation 

Properties: A Profile and Analysis of Manpower Practices. 

Vellenga compared profile data which he collected on management 

personnel at nineteen transit systems with that of their counter-
. h . d . . d . 13 parts in ot er transportation an private in ustries. By com-

paring this study's profile data with that of Mundy's and 

Vellenga's there is a basis for drawing conclusions about changes 

which have occurred within the transit industry during the past 

decade. 

Age Distribution 

The first profile factor considered here is that of age. 

A central issue which an analysis of this factor should consider 

is whether the transit industry is over populated with senior 

aged GMs and AGMs who will soon reach retirement age. 

Surprisingly, the averagP Aae of GMs responding to the survGy was 

45. Correspondingly, the average age for AGMs was also 45. Table 

2.1 provides a comparison by size of system, form of ownership and 

method of selecting governing board. In order to utilize 

averages, in addition to frequencies, mid-points were established 

~or each of the age ranges on the survey instrument (see pages 84 

and 84) i.e., 35-39 = 37.5 years; 40-44 = 42.5 years; and 45-50 = 

47.5 years. 

As would be expected there is a positive correlation 

between the size of the system and the average age of GMs. Those 

GMs in medium size systems tend to be approximately sev en years 

older than their counterparts in small systems. There is only a 

two-year increase in the average age of GMs in large systems as 

12Ray A. Mundy and John C. Spychalski, Managerial Resources 
and Personnel Practices in Urban Mass Transit. (Washington, D. C. : 
U.S . Department of Transportation, 1973). 

13David B. Vellenga, Management Personnel in Urban Mass 
Transportation Properties: A Profile and Analysis of Manpower 
Practices (Ames, Iowa: Iowa State University, 1976). 
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TABLE 2.1 

AGE DISTRIBUTION 

General Managers Asst. General Managers 

Frequency Average Frequency Average 

SIZE OF SYSTEM: 
Small 55 
~ium 25 
large 22 

'IYPE OF G\INERSHIP: 
Public Non-contract 61 
Public Contract 37 
Private 4 

TYPE OF BOARD: 
Appointed 78 
Elected 20 
Other 4 

ALL RESPONDENTS 102 

41 
47 
50 

46 
42 
40 

44 
45 
46 

45 

32 
31 
43 

77 
26 

3 

82 
20 

4 

106 

39 
45 
46 

44 
42 
50 

43 
46 
43 

45 

compared to those in medium systems. When considering form of 

ownership, the average age for GMs in public non-contract systems 

is six years older than that of those in private systems, and four 

years older than those in public non-contract systems. There is 

only a difference of one year when comparisons are made based 

upon the type of governing board -- appointed, elected or other. 

An interesting observation is made when comparing the 

average age of GMs in 

developed by Mundy in 

study was fifty-three 

large number of small 

this study to the profile of the GMs 

1973. The average age for GMs in Mundy's 
14 years. Although the disproportionately 

systems having younger GMs would force the 

average slightly downward, there is still a significant 

difference in the age of GMs when comparing the two profiles. 

14op. Cit., Mundy, p. 2 . 
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GMs within the industry are at least eight years younger today 

than they were a decade ago. Vellenga 's profile, which wa s 

developed a couple of years later, further substantiates Mundy's 

findings. He found that relatively few man agers (not limited 

to GMs and AGMs) were less than forty years of age. He further 

observed that a greater percentage of these manag ers were age 

fifty-five and over, when compared to other transportation 
15 groups. 

Both Mundy and Vellenga concluded that there was a 

shortage of middle-aged personnel at upper and middle management 

le vels. This observation was of particular concern because 

many properties had considerable numbers of managers nearing 

retirement age and there did not appear to be sufficient replace

ments available within the industry. I t would appear that the 

industry has addressed this problem. A large proportion of the 

GMs who were in the industry ten years ago have since retired. 

The y have been replaced by considerably younger GMs. 

Considering that ten years ago there was a drastic 

shortage of younger middle, and senior managers, one would 

obviously want to know how and where did the industry find the 

qualified personnel to fill the retirees vacancies. Apparently, 

to a great extent, younger managers were recruited from outside 

of the industry and trained accordingly to eventually fill these 

positions. This matter will be further addressed in Chapter 

Four in considering GM career patterns. 

The overall average age for AGMs is the same as it is for 

GMs, which is age forty-four. Likewise, the average ages for 

AGMs and GMs in the nine system classifications are within one 

or two years of each other. Such being the case, age is not a 

distinguishing factor between the top two levels of management 

within transit agencies. According to Mundy this observation 

also held true a decade ago. He finds that the average age of 

GMs was fifty-two, a difference of one year less than that of GMs. 

15op. Cit., Vellenga, p. 39-40. 
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Sex Distribution 

Prior to the 1980s there was little need to include sex 

as a factor in profiling GMs and AGMs within the industry, 

simply because virtually no females occupied these positions. 

There may have been selected instances in which females were 

selected for the AGM positions when there were several assis

tants at the second highest leve l of supervision within the 

agency. The survey results indicate that women are beginning to 

penetrate the "male only" ranks of executive transit management. 

Four of the 102 GMs surveyed were women, and nine of the AGMs 

were a lso women. Table 2.2 makes a comparison o f male-fema le 

distribution in the 102 systems surveyed. 

TABLE 2.2 

SEX DISTRIBUTION 

GENERAL MANAGERS ASSISTANT GENERAL MANAGERS 

MALE 

FrEq. 

SIZE OF SYSTEM 
Srrall 52 
Medililll 25 
Large 21 

TYPE OF OWi!ERSHIP 
Public Non-contract 58 
Public Contract 37 
Private 3 

TYPE OF BOARD 
Appointed 74 
Elected 20 
Other 4 

'IOTAL RESPONDENTS 98 

9-
0 

53 
25 
22 

59 
37 

3 

76 
20 

4 

FEMALE 

FrEq. 

3 
0 
l 

3 
0 
l 

4 
0 
0 

4 

% 

75 
0 

25 

75 
0 

25 

100 
0 
0 

MALE 

FrEq. 

30 
30 
37 

70 
24 

3 

74 
19 

% 

31 
31 
38 

72 
25 

3.1 

76 
20 

4 4.1 

97 

Ff1'4l'-l..E 

Fr,::-~. 

2 
l 
6 

7 
2 
0 

8 
l 
0 

9 

% 

22 
11 
67 

78 
22 

0 

89 
11 

0 

All but one of the female GMs were in small systems. None 

wer e in medium siz ed systems and one wa s in a large system. 
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With respect to form of ownership, three of the female GMs were 

in public non-contract systems and one was in a private system. 

All four of the female GMs worked for appointed governing boards. 

Three of these GMs were white and one was black. 

Having compared the size of the female GM population to 

that of males, we now consider other male/female comparisons. 

The f irst is salary. On the average, male GMs make approximately 

$10,000 more than female GMs. The average salary for the latter 

is $44 ,000, while the average salary for the former is $54,000. 

The disparity suggested by comparing these two averages is some

what distorted because three of the four female respondents work 

for small systems. The salary of the female GM employed by the 

large system is fairly competitive with that of her male 

counterparts. 

The second area of comparison is that of age. The average 

female GM is three years younger than the average male GM. The 

average age for female GMs surveyed was forty-three, while the 

average a ge for male GMs was forty-six. Again it should be 

mentioned that the overall average is forced downward because three 

of the four female GMs are employed by small systems. This makes 

this three-year difference almost insignificant. 

Racial Makeup 

Traditionally there has been few instances in which 

minorities have occupied the AGM positions in transit agencies, 

and none in which they occupied the GM position. During the last 

decade there has been a modest but noticeable change in the pattern 

of exclusion. An UMTA report done by the Conference of Minority 

Transportation Officials (COMTO) in 1983 observed that, "At least 

14 blacks have served as general managers of transit systems 

throughout the country. None of these were recorded as general 

managers prior to 1970. 1116 Additionally, the report cites examples 

16con ference of Minority Transportation Officials, "A Study 
of the History of Minority Involvement in the Development of Transit 
Institutions". (Washington, D. C.: Urban Mass 'I'ransportation 
Administration, Septe~ber 1983), p. 17. 
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of four Hispanic and Asian GMs. 

There are ba sically three reasons fo r the increase in the 

number o f minority GMs and AGMs: ( 1) the "meteoric" rise in 

minority emp lo yment in the transit industry since World War II 

when mi norities moved from a few jobs as dri vers and mo tormen 

in transit to become the majority of employees in many large 

metropolitan systems; (2) Federal requirements and Equal Employ

ment Opportunity and Affirmative Action efforts coordinated by 

UMTA 's office of Ci vil Rights; and (3) increased minority me mber-

h . . b d 17 sip on transit oars. 

Consistent with COMTO's findings, the survey results do 

ref l ect a modest penetration of non-whites into the top two 

levels of management within tr ansit agencies. Table 2. 3 provides 

a summary of survey results with respect to the percentage of 

white and non-white GMs and AGMs which responded. Four percent of 

the 102 GMs and 19 percent of the 106 AGMs were non-white. Of 

t he s ix non-white GMs who responded to the survey, two were in 

sma ll, two were in medium, and two were in large systems. All 

six of them worked for appointed boards. Three were in contract 

and three were in public non-contract systems. 

Salary 

The next profile factor to be analyzed is that of 

salary. In the past it was commonly assumed that the transit 

industry payed relatively low salaries compared to that of other 

types of pr ivate and public sector agencies. The results of this 

survey suggest that this is no longer the case. 

During the past ten years the average salaries of GMs and 

AG.Ms have more than doubled. The average salary for GMs 

surveyed by Ray Mundy was $27,123 and the average salary for AGMs 

was $21,382, while, the average salary for GMs reponding to 

this study's survey was $56,000 and the average salary for AGMs 

was $51,000. 18 

17 Ibid., pp. 16-17. 

18op. Cit., Mundy, p. 2. 
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TABIE 2.3 

RACIAL MAKEUP 

General Managers Assistant Gen. Managers 

White Non-White White Non-White 

Freq % Freq 0 
"o Freq % Freq % 

SIZE OF SYSTEM 
Small 53 96 2 3 .6 28 88 4 12.6 
Medium 23 92 2 8 27 87 4 12.9 
large 20 91 2 9 .1 32 74 11 25 . 3 

TYPE OF CMNERSHIP 
Public Non-Contract 58 95 3 4.8 64 83 13 16.5 
Public Contract 34 92 3 8.1 21 81 5 19.6 
Private 4 100 0 0 2 67 1 33 

TYPE OF BOARD 
Appointed 73 94 5 6.4 67 82 15 18.6 
Elected 20 100 0 0 16 80 4 20 
Othe r 3 75 1 25 4 100 0 0 

TCYI'AL RESPONDENTS 96 6 87 19 

Table 2.4 provides comparative averages and frequencies 

for the salary levels of GMs and AGMs. (As in the case of the age 

distribution, mid-points were established for each of the salary 

levels on the survey instruments, i.e., $40,000-$44,999 = $42,500, 

$45,000-$49,999 = $47,500, $50,000-$59,000 = $55,000.) Again, 

there is a positive correlation between salary level and size of 

syste m. There is approximately a $16,000 spread between the ave rage 

salary of GMs in the three sizes of systems: small $44,000, medium 

$60,000, and large $77,000. When considering the form of owner

ship, GMs in public non-contract systems tend to have the highest 

salarie s ($59,000) public contract the second highest ($40,0 00), 

a nd lastly private ($43,000). The diffe rence between the ave rage 

salaries of general managers in syste ms whe re boards are appointed 
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as compared to systems in which boards are e lected is marginal, 

$1,000. Similar patterns are reflected when comparing the 

average salaries of AGMs . 

SIZE OF SYSTEM 
Small 
Medililll 
Large 

'I'YPE OF Ow-IBRSHIP 
Public Non-Contract 
Public Contract 
Private 

TYPE OF BOARD 
Appointed 
Elected 
Other 

ALL RE.SPONDEN,TS 

TABLE 2.4 

SALARY DISTRIBUI'ION 

General Managers Assistant General Managers 

Freq:. 

55 
25 
22 

61 
37 

4 

78 
20 

4 

102 

Average 

44,000 
60,000 
77,000 

59,000 
48,000 
43,000 

55,000 
54,000 
48,000 

56,000 

Summary 

Freq:. 

32 
31 
43 

77 
26 

3 

82 
20 

4 

106 

Average 

33,000 
52,000 
61,000 

52,000 
43,000 
38,000 

52,000 
45,000 
44,000 

51,000 

Generally, personal profile characteristics of transit 

GMs and AGMs have undergone significant change during the past ten 

years. Individuals presently occupying the top two levels of 

management in transit agencies are, on the average, eight years 

younger than their predecessors were a decade ago. As well, their 

salary l evels have doubled during this period of time. These 

changes can be principally attributed to two factors. The first 

of which are the successful efforts on the part of the industry 

to at tra c t younger, upwardly mobile, managerial talent. The 

second factor is associated with broader trends, common to the 
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labor market in general. Public and private sector senior 

executives are younger and earn considerably more than they did 

in the recent past. The transit industry realizes that it must 

keep pace with the times, if it is to attract the needed manager

ial talent. 

The gradual inclusion of minorities and women into the 

senior executive levels of transit management is also reflective 

of changes in public and private sector selection patterns. 

Mor e specifically, the gains which have been realized are largely 

a result of the commitment of the Federal Government and a number 

of individuals, agencies and organizations across the country. 

However, the number of minorities and women in policy-making 

and administration does not yet reflect the public that the 

tranist industry primarily serves. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

TURNOVER 

The general a ssumption is that the GM turnover rate in 

public tra nsit is considerably higher than that of chief execu

ti ve officers in most t ypes of public and private organizations. 

An UMTA "Profile o f Transit [General] Managers by Length of 

Serv ice" d one in 1980 observed that the average tenure for 148 

g ene r a l managers of publicly owned U.S. transit systems was three 

year s and ele ven months. 19 This chapter will attempt to deter

min e whether the turnover rate has increased or decreased since 

1980, und assess the positive and or negative implications. 

The issue of turnover is only one of many which this study 

a ddresse s; subsequently, it is a paramount consideration because 

o f what it suggests about other issues to be addressed later. 

UMTA addresse d this issue again in 1982: "It is often 

s a i d that the position of general manager in an American mass 

tr ansit s ystem is a highly vulnerable post where the incumbent is 
?O 

no t like ly to enjoy a lengthy tenure."~ This study endea vors to 

consider the reasons for this limited tenure. The most obvious 

a ssumption is that there is an inability on the part of incumbents 

to respond to the expanding requirements of the position because 

they lack the necessary skills and experience. Much of the 

literature suggests the need for a new kind of manager with a 

p ro f essional education, who is.adept in applying a systematic 

a ppr oach to transit management, operations and marketing. This 

ob s ervation further suggests that many of the seasoned general 

19 Urban Mass Transportation Administration, "A Profile of 
Tr a nsit Managers by Length of Service'', (Washington, D.C., 
December 31, 1980), p. 1. 

20u .s. Urba n Mass Transportation Administration, "UMTA 
Uni versity Research and Training Program FY 1983 Announcement", 
(Wa shington, D.C., December 1984), p. 8. 
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managers who are products of the "old school" may lack the skills 

needed to operate in a far more complex, urban service delivery 

environment. 

Another reason given for the hi gh turnover rate is a 

pattern of "system hopping" engaged in by GMs. In spite of the 

requirements placed on GMs, in more recent yea rs the position has 

become more attractive and challenging. Additionally, because 

of the high turnover rate there are numerous opportunities for 

advancement and placement. Although many vacancies are filled 

by promotions from within the agency or the selection of an assis

tant general manager from another system, a considerable number 

of positions a re filled by GMs exhibiting a patte rn of moving 

from system to system. 

A third explanation given for the high turnover rate is 

con f lictual board-GM relations. The question is often posed, 

whether there is something about the nature of board-GM relations 

in the contemporary public transit environment which has a ten

dency to shorten the tenure of the latter? The common assumption 

is that the tenure of GMs tends to be shorter in instances where 

there is a hi ghly political board which is either elected or 

appointed. 

A fourth explanation relates to what Frank Davis and 

Lawrence Cunningham refer to as the evolving concept of the 

general manager. They state that public transportation has 

evolved through the legal regulation stage, the engineering and 

construction stage, the environmental impact stage, the public 

hearing stage, and presently, the management stage. 3 In 

reviewing the turnover of GMs in many of the larg e and medium 

systems during these stages, there is evidence of correlation 

between the specialization of the incumbent and the e vo lving 

emphasis which Davis and Cunningham refer to. This point 

was discussed during an interview with one of the members of the 

21Frank W. Davis, Jr., and Laurence F. Cunningham, "The 
'Transporta tion Manager an Evolving Concept", Transportation Re
search Record 735, 1979, pp. 7-12. 
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Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority. 

I\ final reason given for the high turnover rate is 

associated with the career patterns of transit executives 

employed by contract management firms. Sixty of the 102 systems 

which participated in the mail-out survey are managed by contract 

firms; likewise, fourteen of the thirty select systems are 

contract systems. Many of the GMs and AGMs assigned to these 

sys tem s develop strong ties to a particular city and choose to 

remain there for a long period of time. However, the vast 

majority are highly mobile. They either choose to be or are 

expected to be mobile during a considerable portion of their 

career with a particular firm. In most instances, professional 

growth necessitates such mobility. l\s contract firms con tinue 

to i.lbsorb a larger portion of the industry, they will continue to 

be a contributing fa ctor to high GM and l\GM turnover. 

Tenure in Present Position 

The study's survey instruments incorporated several 

questions which provide the basis to analyze the following 

factors regarding to turnover: (1) number of years respondent 

has been in his or her present position (mail out and select); 

(2) number of years present and former GMs have occupied their 

positions during the last fifteen years (select); and (3) number 

of years respondent has been with the agency (mail-out and 

select); and (4) the reasons why present and former GMs and l\GMs 

left their positions during the past fifteen years . This 

section will address factors one and two. 

The data on Tables 3 .1 and 3.2 are meant to complement 

each other. These two tables provide a means of viewing the 

tenure in position question from two perspectives. Table 3.2 

provides a summary of the number of years respondents have been 

in their present positions. However, this data only indicate 

tenure up until the time the survey was conducted. Table 3 . 1 

provides average tenure for all GMs within the past fifteen years; 

however, it is limited to the thirty se lect systems. 
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Position 

Gener al 
:'1anager 

Sm 

5.26 

TABLE 3.1 

AVERAGE TENURE DURING LAST FIFTEEN' YEARS 

Size of Type of Type of 
System Ownership Board Overall 

Pub 
Med Lrg Con. Pub. Pri. Elct. Appt. Other 

4.6 4.0 4. 3 4.5 10 4.25 4.5 5.85 4.6 

According to the data on Table 3.1 the length of tenure 

for GMs appears to have slightly increased since 1980 when the 

previously mentioned UMTA report was released. John Paul Jones, 

the UMTA official who compiled the profile, states that the 

average tenure was three years eleven months (based upon data 

collected over approximate ly five years). When compared to the 

overall average in Table 3 .1, there appears to be an increase in 

tenure o f approximately one-half year. However, one key factor 

s ugges ts that the length of tenure may still be approximately four 

year s . This is because the data in Table 8 reflect an average 

over a fifteen-year period. The length of tenure during the 

second half of this period is probably distorted because the 

ave r age is forced upward due to disproportionately longer periods 

of tenure during the early 1970s. Table 3.2 tends to support 

these averages, as 67 percent of the GMs responding to the survey 

have been in their positions for less than five years. 

A couple of interesting comparisons are posed when 

considering the size of the system and the type of board. An 

analysis of this group of respondents (less than 2 years, and 2-5 

years) suggests a negative correlation between size of system 

a nd tenure in the position. As the size of the system increases 

the length of tenure decreases. Sixty-two percent of the 

respondents in small systems have been in their position for less 

than f ive years, 64 percent in medium and 81 percent in large. 

Pa rm of ovmership does not appear to be a significant factor 

since the length of tenure is approximately the same for all three 

classifications. Approximately si x t y -seven percent of the GMs 

working f or appointed, single purpose , transit boards have been in 
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TABLE 3.2 

LENG'IH OF SERVICE IN PRESENT rosITION 

Less than 2-5 6-10 11-14 15 Years 
2 Yrors Years Y@rs Years or More 

Fre:J % Fre:J % Fre:J % Fre:J % Fr e:J % 

GENERl\L MANAGERS 

SIZE OF SYSTEM 
Small 10 19 23 43 14 26 3 5.6 4 7.4 
Medium 4 16 12 48 3 12 5 20 l 4 
Large 8 36 10 45 3 14 l 4.5 0 0 

TYPE OF OWNERSHIP 
Public Non-Cont. 6 26 25 41 14 23 3 4.9 3 4.9 
Public Contract 16 6 18 49 6 16 6 16 1 2.7 
Private 0 0 2 67 0 0 0 0 l 33 

TYPE OP EDARD 
l\pf.X)inted 15 19 37 48 14 18 7 9.1 4 '5. 2 
Elected 6 30 6 30 5 25 2 10 l 5 
Other l 25 2 50 l 25 0 0 0 0 

l\LL G1s 22 22 45 45 20 20 9 8.9 5 5 

ASST . GENERAL 
MANAGERS 

SIZE OF SYSTEM 
Srrall 8 25 13 41 10 31 0 0 l 3.1 
Medium 7 23 13 42 8 26 3 9.7 0 0 
Large 21 49 12 28 6 14 4 9.3 0 0 

TYPE OF OWNERSHIP 
Public Non-cont. 24 31 28 36 20 26 5 6.5 0 0 
Public Contract 11 42 9 35 4 15 2 7.7 0 0 
Private l 33 l 33 0 0 0 0 l 33 

TYPE OF EDARD 
Apf.X)inted 30 37 30 37 17 21 4 4.9 l 1.2 
Elected 6 30 6 30 5 25 3 15 0 0 
Other 0 0 2 50 2 50 0 0 0 0 

l\LL AC11s 36 34 38 36 24 23 7 6.6 l .99 
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their positions for less than five years, as opposed to sixty 

percent in systems with elected, general purpose boards. 

Surprisingly, the data suggest that the turnover rate 

f or GM and AGMs is approximately the same. Initially it was 

assume d tha t the av erage length of tenure in positions for the 

AGM s would be noticeably longer than that of the GMs. Although 

the se l ection o f new GMs often signals a change in the second 

hi gh es t le vel of ma nagement, in many instances this is not the 

ca s e . The data overwhelmingly suggests that the former is the 

case . This is further borne out by the f a ct that the length of 

t e n ur e f or GMs and AGMs closely parallels when six of the nine 

s ys tem c lassi f ications are compared. Another more obvious 

f actor which contributes to AGM turnover is that when a GM leaves 

a system, in many instances the AGM is appointed to his position. 

Length of Service with Agency 

The second profile factor is that of total years of 

seniority with the agency. A common observation often made is that 

senior e xecuti ves, a s well as professionals in general, are con

siderabl y more professionally mobile than they were a decade or 

two ago. Respondents from both mail-out and select systems were 

a sked a bout their length of service with the agency. Table 3.3 

pro vides a summary of responses to this question. 

It would appear that the preceding observation has con

siderable relevance to senior transit executives. Forty-two 

percent of the GMs have been with the agency for less than five 

years. Forty-four percent of the AG.Ms have been with the pro

perty for less than this period of time. When considering those 

with less than ten years of tenure, the percentages increase to 

69 and 72 respectively. 

Few significant patterns emerge when these data are 

a n a lyzed by the system's size, the type of board or form of owner

ship. With reg ard to size of the systems surveyed, one observa

tion which distinguishes this data from that in the preceding 

section is that a significantly larger percentage of the 
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TABLE 3.3 

LENG'IH OF SERVICE IN PRESENT SYSTEM 

Less than 2·-5 6-10 11-14 15 Yea.rs 
2 Years Years Years Years or More 

· Fre:q % Fre:q % Fre:q % Freq % Freq % 
GEI.\IERAL MANAGERS 

SIZE OF SYSTEM 
Small 7 13 19 35 17 31 7 13 4 7.4 
Medium 3 12 4 16 6 24 9 36 3 12 
Large 4 20 5 25 4 20 5 25 2 10 

TYPE OF OWNERSHIP 
Public Nm-COnt. 9 15 15 25 19 3~ 12 20 5 8.3 
:?ublic Contract 5 14 13 36 7 19 8 22 3 8.3 
Private 0 0 0 0 1 33 1 33 1 33 

TYPE OF BOARD 
Appointed 10 13 21 28 21 28 17 23 6 8 
Elected 4 20 6 30 5 25 2 10 3 15 
Other 0 0 1 25 1 25 2 50 0 0 

ALL Q•1s 14 14 28 28 27 27 21 21 9 9.1 

ASST. GENERAL 
r1ANAGERS 

SIZE OF SYSTEM 
SITBll 7 22 7 22 11 34 2 6.3 5 16 
Medium 2 6.5 7 23 12 39 5 16 5 16 
Large 13 31 10 24 6 14 8 19 5 12 

TYPE OF OWNERSHIP 
Public N'.:n-Cont. 1 '1 18 17 22 23 30 13 17 9 12 
P"Jblic Contract 8 31 7 27 6 23 2 7.7 3 12 
Private 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 100 

TYPE OF IDARD 
l ,rfX) i. '1.ted 19 23 17 21 24 30 10 12 11 14 
Elected 3 15 6 30 3 15 5 25 3 15 
Other 0 0 1 25 2 50 0 0 1 25 

l\Ll., AGMs 22 21 24 23 29 28 15 14 15 14 

32 



respondents from sma ll systems have been with the agency for less 

than either five or ten years. Consequently, it can be assumed 

that larger sys tems ret a in their executi ves for longer periods 

of time than smaller systems. This might be expl a ined by two 

factors . The f irst is that it has become common for a younger 

individual, probabl y college trained, to join a small ag ency and 

advance to AGM or possible to GM within a ten-year period. 

The second factor is associated with the large percentage 

of the systems within the industry which are now managed by con

tract firms. This is especially true in the case of small 

systems. More and more of these firms are hiring young, college 

trai ned, aggress i ve , professionally mobile persons. The ten ure 

of these individuals rarely exceeds five years before they make 

a c a reer advancemen t mov e to a,nother system. 

Reasons for Turno ver 

Having to a certain extent gauged the level of GM and 

l\GH turnover, the discussion now returns to the reasons for such 

turnover. During site visits to the thirty select systems, 

respondents were asked to cite, to the best of their recollection, 

the reason(s) why their predecessors left their respective 

pos itions. Table 3.4 provides a summary of this information. 

General Managers 

Asst. Gen. Managers 

TABLE 3.4 

REAOONS FDR LEAVING FOSITION 

Resignation 

% 

51.4 

20 

Terminated 

% 

7.1 

8 

Retired 

% 

17.1 

8 

Prorrotion 

% 

36 

Other or 
Unknown 

17 

28 

According to the data, slightly more than one-half of the 

GMs resigned, and supposedly, only 7.1 percent were terminated. 

Less than one-fifth of the GMs left office due to retirement. 
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Seve nteen percent left for other reasons. In some cases , the 

person responding to the survey simply did not know. 

A point of caution is posed in the interpretation of the 

data in Table 3.4. This is that in many cases it is difficult to 

get accura te information on why a person leaves a position, 

particularly executives. Often the source from which the infor

mation is solicited does not know or is relucta nt to say. The 

commonly used catch-all category is "resignation". In addition, 

allowi ng an executive who is about to be terminated the option of 

r e signing is a commonly accepted practice. 

The data which addresses the reasons AGMs leave their 

positions is considerably more accurate. More than one-third o: 

the AGMs l e ft their positions because they were promoted. Most 

of these individuals were promoted to GM positions within the 

same agency. The remainder which falls into this category, as 

well as a portion of twenty percent falling under the "resignation" 

categor y , l eft the agency to accept a GM position in another 

agency or an AGM position in larger agency. 

Summary 

The general observation which can be made about the data 

presented in this chapter is that the transit industry has experi

enced a relatively high GM and AGM turnover rate for at least the 

l as t five years. Two thirds of the GMs responding to the survey 

have been in the ir position for less than five years and seventy 

percer:t of the AGMs have occupied their positions for less than 

that period of time. This turnover rate is associated with a 

number of factors, i.e., professional mobility, conflictual 

board-GM relations, the evolving requirements of the position, 

and reassignment by contract firms. Correspondingly, the length 

of time these transit executives are employed by a particular 

property is also considerably shorter than it was a decade ago. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

CAREER PATTERNS 

The next major topic to be considered are the career 

patterns of transit executives. Contemporary discussions of 

thi s issue focus on two major concerns. The first is associated 

with the common criticism that the management of the transit 

industry is too inbred. As recent as a decade ago, several studies 

con f irmed the fact that the transit industry a s a whole relied 

almos t exc lusively on promotion from within the agency. Other 

more recent observations, as well as several of the preceding 

find ings of this study suggest that a considerable portion of 

the GM and AGM positions within the industry are filled by 

indiv iduals who have served a considerable portion of their 

careers in other transit agencies as well as other types of 

public and private organizations. The second area of focus 

addresses the question of whether the GM career paths reflect 

that they are principally products of the operations or the manage

ment side of transit. Again, a decade ago, the former was 

almost exclusively the case, while contemporary discussion 

suggests that this pattern has been reversed. Generally, this 

chapter attempts to address what is commonly referred to as the 

specialist versus generalist controversy. 

Respondents (select systems) were asked several questions 

which were designed to solicit information relevant to career 

patterns. First, GMs and AGMs were asked to identify their four 

most recent positions along with the number of years he or she 

served in that capacity and whether it was with a public or pri

vate, transit, or non-transit agency. A second set of questions 

asked the respondents' perception as to whether technical educa

tion and experience or general management education and background 

were more critical factors in selecting the GM and AGM within 

their agencies. Third, respondents were asked to identify any 

professional certifications which they have been awarded. 
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Management Inbreeding 

In 1971 George Smerk predicted that the new breed of 

managemen t f or the transit industry will come from a var iety of 

plac es. Some will come from other types of public and pri vate 

sector organizations and some will come from the ranks of those 

a l ready employed by transit enterprises. 22 In order to 

solicit information on this issue, respondents were asked to 

identify the primary method used b y the board in the selection of 

the GM (Tables 4.1 & 4. 2). In addition, they were asked the pr i mary 

method used by the GM a nd Board in the se lection of the AGM 

(Tables 4 .3 &4.4). GMs, AGMs and board members were asked to 

respond to this ques tion b a sed upon selection pat tern s in the 

recent past, and upon their perception of the p resent leaning 

of the board. Each of t he two sets of tables allow responses to 

be una lyzed fr om two perspectives. The data is first presented 

by the system's classification, and then, by the type o f respondent. 

The overall percentages indicate that 39 percent of the 

respondents felt that the primary source of the GM recruitment and 

selection was "promotion from within". The second largest number 

of respondents cited "other transit systems" as the primary source. 

The two least cited sources were non-transit categories (other 

government agencies 9.9%, and private industry, 5.9%). However, 

based up on the comments made during site visits, it is felt that 

the majority of the responses in the "others" category (23 %) 

should more appropriately be reclass i fied under one of these two 

non-transit catego r ies. 

Generally, the data indicate that more and more GMs are 

bein g recruited from outside the agency and outside the industry. 

A comparison of the percentages by type of respondent, suggests 

that this trend will probably be the case even moreso in the 

future (Ta ble 4.2). Responses of board members exhibit greater 

b a l ance when compared with the various s o u rce s of recruitment and 

selection. This fa ctor is significant in li ght that GMs are 

2 2 
George Smerk, "The Practice of Business," Business Horizons. 

(D ecember 1971) pp. 5-10. 
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TABLE 4.1 

PRIMARY SOURCE OF GM RECRUI'IMENT 
(By Systen Classification) 

Prorrotion Recruibnent Recruitment Private Other 
Within Oth:!r Transit fran Govt. Industry 

Agency 

Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % 

SIZE OF SYSTEM 
Small 11 31 6 17 1 2.8 5 14 13 36 
Medium 15 50 7 23 3 10 0 0 5 17 
Large 13 37 10 29 6 17 1 2.9 5 14 

TYPE OF Ow:-IBRSHIP 
Public Non-Cont. 27 42 16 25 9 14 2 3.1 11 17 
Public Contract 8 25 7 22 1 3.1 4 13 12 38 
Private 1 100 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

TYPE OF IDARD 
l,ppoin ted 27 39 16 23 6 8.6 4 5.7 17 24 
Elected 9 38 7 29 4 17 1 4.2 3 13 
Other 3 43 0 0 0 0 1 14 3 43 

OVERALL 39 39 23 23 10 9.9 6 5.9 23 23 

TABLE 4.2 

PRIMARY SOURCE OF GM RECRUI'IMENT 
(By Respondent) 

Pranotion Recrui t:rrent Recruit:rrent Private Other 
Within Other Transit Fran Govt. Industry 

Agency 
RESPONDENT 

Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % 

General Manager 9 36 8 32 2 8 0 0 6 24 

Assistant 01 19 46 6 15 5 12 2 4.9 9 22 

Board Manber 11 31 9 26 3 8.6 4 11 8 23 

OVERALL 39 39 23 23 10 9.9 6 5.9 23 23 
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se l ec ted by th e board. 

The data in Tables 4.3 and 4.4 suggest that transit 

agencies a re just as like ly to select an AGM or a GM from out

side the agency. For ty- fou r percent of the respondents indicated 

that GMs a nd board members were favorably disposed toward 

external recruitment a nd selection of AGMs or that in the recent 

past such was the actual source of selection. According to this 

data , t he external selection of an AGM is more likely to occur 

in a small (57 %), contract system (59 %) with an elected g eneral 

purpose board (52 %). This observation is partially substantiated 

b y several of the fi ndings made earlier in this study. However, 

board members (62 %) a nd GMs (58 %) generally expressed a preference 

for promotion fro m within the agency, especially in cases where 

the GM has been rec ruited from outside. It was indica ted that 

such a practice represents a motivation a l factor (upward mobility), 

as well a s provides for the agency's stability. 

TABLE 4. 3 

PRIMARY SOURCE OF AGM RECRUI'IMENT 
(By Systen Classification) 

Recruitrrent 
From Outside 

Freq 

SYSTEM SIZE 
Small 42 
Medium 12 
Large 28 

TYPE OF OW'-JERSHIP 
Public Non-Contract 46 
Public Contract 34 
Private 2 

TYPE OF OOV. EDARD 
ApJX)inted 56 
El ected 21 
Other 5 

OVERALL 82 

% 

57 
24 
46 

38 
59 
40 

41 
52 
56 

44 

38 

Promotion 
From Within 

Freq 

32 
38 
33 

76 
24 

3 

80 
19 

4 

103 

% 

43 
76 
54 

62 
41 
60 

59 
47 
44 
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TABLE 4.4 

PRIMARY OOURCE OF AGM RECRUI'IMENT 
(By ReS}X)ndent) 

Recrui trnent Prorrotion 
From Outside Fran Within 

RESFQNDENT Freq % Freq % 

General Manager 36 50 36 50 

1\ssistant C11 35 42 49 58 

Board Member 11 38 18 62 

OVERALL 82 44 103 56 

Specialist vs. Generalist 

Several uses of the generalist concept are discernible. 

One theory asserts that the generalist means an amateur adminis

trator with, a s Presthus puts it, "A liberal education augmented 

by c ertain personal qualities of character, 'poise' and leader

ship.1123 A second definition which is offered by the Second 

Hoo ver Commission refers to the generalists as a '' ... highly 

experienced and talented career executives, available for flexible 

assignments , capable of furnishing essential administrative 

counsel, ye t easily replaceable at the discretion of the chief 

executive. 1124 Robert Golembiewski provides a third definition: 

"The organization generalist is someone whose very job emphasizes 

management over his professional speciality; the generalist is 

anyone who prefers working with administrative content, not with 

f • 1 • 1 • II 25 pro essiona specia 1st content. 

23 Robert Presthus, "Decline of the Generalist Myth," Public 
Admini stration Review, Vol. 24, No. 4 (December 1964): 211. 

2 4Michael Cohen, "The Generalist and Organization Mobility," 
Public Administration Review (September / October 1970): 545. 

25 Robert Golembiewski, "Specialist or Generalist?: Struc
ture as a Crucial Fac tor," Public Administration Review Vol. 25, 
No. 2 (June 1965): 107. 
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When the term is used in the transportation industry it 

ref e rs to executive level personnel with an administrative 

spec ializ a tion(s) who may or may not have spent a considerable 

portion of his professional career in another transit agency(s) 

or an y type of public or private organization. A transit 

specialist is normally considered to be a person who has spent 

most of his career in transit operations, engineering or ma inten

a nce activities. 

The data in Table 4.5 addresses what respondents consider 

to be the critical fac tor in the selection of a GM and AGM, based 

upon their perception of past practice s with their respective 

0gencies , technical education, and training or general management 

training a nd experience. In the case of selecting a GM, 59 per

cent of the GMs, AGMs, and board members participating in the 

surv ey gave equal weight to both. Twenty-six percent felt that 

gener a l management background was most important, while 12 per

cent converged on the side of technical education and training. 

The largest percent (63 %) of the respondents gave equal weight to 

both. 

Based upon the fact that the transit industry has tra

ditionally been oriented toward the technical or specialist side 

of the controversy, the preceding statistics are very significant. 

Even though the majority of the respondents gave "equal weight to 

both," the implications are still very resounding. Moreover, in 

many instances during the site visits, board members and GMs 

selected "equal wei ght to both," but their comments suggested a 

leaning towa rds "general management training and experience." 

A different pattern emerges when considering the critical 

b ackground factor in selecting an AGM. Although 53 percent of 

the respondents gave equal weight to both, there is a clear prefer

ence for AGMs with technical experience and training. The common 

sentiment which was expressed during site visits was that in 

systems which only had one AGM, technical competence was a crucial 

factor . This provided the GM with the opportunity to devote a 

l arger portion of his time to general management functions and 

responsibilities. This was less a factor in systems with an AGM 
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TABLE 4.5 

CRITICAL BACKGROUND FACIDR IN GM AND AGM APPOIN'IMENI'S 

Technical Ed. General F.qual Weight 
and Training Managarent to Each 

Freq % Fre:q % Freq % 
GENERAL MANAGER 

SIZE OF SYSTEM 7 14 10 20 33 66 
Small 2 8.3 7 29 15 63 
MedililTl 2 10 7 35 11 55 
Large 

TYPE OF OWNERSHIP 
Public Non-contract 4 11 8 22 24 67 
Public Contract 7 13 15 27 34 61 
Private 0 0 1 50 1 50 

TYPE OF CDVERNING PD, 
Appointed 6 8.5 17 24 48 68 
Elected 5 25 6 30 9 45 
Other 0 0 1 33 2 67 

OVERALL 11 12 24 26 59 63 

ASST. GENERAL MANAGER 

SIZE OF SYSTEM 8 28 5 17 16 55 
Small 8 31 5 19 13 50 
Medium 9 27 6 18 18 55 
Large 

TYPE OF OWNERSHIP 
Public Non-contract 7 29 3 13 14 58 
Public Contract 16 26 13 21 32 52 
Private 2 67 0 0 1 33 

TYPE OF CDVERNING BD. 
Appointed 16 24 13 20 37 56 
Elected 9 50 1 5.6 8 44 
Other 0 0 2 50 2 50 

OVERALL 25 28 16 18 47 53 
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for operations and a n AGM for management because the GM is pro

vided both types of support. The critical fac tor in the 

select ion of a n AGM was dependent on which type of support he was 

to provide. Obviously, these more specialized considerations are 

even more so the case in systems with three or more AGI'1s. 

The second method which was used to assess the specialist/ 

generalist orientation of GMs and AGMs was to ask respondents to 

identify their four most recent positions. Table 4.6 provides a 

summary of these responses by an average number of y ear s in the 

four types of positions. The vast majority, or 70 percent of the 

years which GMs have spent in their last four positions, ha ve 

been in transit related agencies. Following with a very distant 

se c ond of 12 pe rcent are years spent in transit related priva te 

agencies . The least number of years were spent in non-transit 

rel a ted public (10 %) and non-transit related private agencies 

(7.7 %). No significant patterns appear to emerge when comparing 

the average years by systems classification. The only exception 

is for respondents from private systems. However, it was 

assumed that they would have spent the majority of their years in 

private transit related agencies. 

Generally, AGMs appear to exhibit patterns similar to 

those of GMs. The only slightly noticeable difference is that the 

second highest number of years were spent in non-transit related 

private agencies, rather than transit related private agencies. 

The fact that the second highest number of years, for both GMs 

and AGMs , were spent in the two categories of private agencies 

suggests that in the future public tr ans it agencies may look more 

and more towards the private sector for management talent. 

The factor which is most obvious when considering the 

data in Table 4.6 in conjunction with the data in Table 4.5 is 

that their implications appear to be in conflict. The data in 

Table 4.5 suggest a strong leaning towards selecting GMs and AGMs 

with general management education and experience. However, 

according to the data in Table 4.6 GMs have spent 82 percent of 

the last fifteen years in transit related agencies. This may be 

explained by the fact that the leaning toward a general management 
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TABLE 4.6 

FDUR MOST RECENT rosITIONS AND YEARS EMPLOYED 

Transit Transit Non-Transit Non-Transit 
Related Related Related Related 
Public Private Public Private 

% Avg. % Avg. % Avg . % lwg. 

GENERAL MANAGER 'S Yrs. Yrs. Yrs. Yrs. 

SIZE OF SYSTEM 
Srrall 69 3.3 14 5.3 9.2 5.6 7.2 5.3 
Medium 65 4.5 10 3.8 13 7.5 12 4.8 
Large 78 4.3 9 4.5 9 5 4.5 10 

TYPE OF OWNERSHIP 
Public Non-contract 71 4.2 6.7 3.6 14 6. 7 8.4 6.5 
Public Contract 74 3.3 15 4.4 4.7 3.2 6.6 3.9 
Private 31 3.3 62 7.5 0 0 7.7 7 

'l'YPE OF GOV. BJARD 
Appointed 70 3.6 13 5.0 8.4 7.5 8.4 5.5 
Elected 75 4.1 5.1 3.7 14 3.9 6.8 6.5 
Other 54 6.4 23 4.3 23 3.0 0 0 

OVERALL 70 3.8 12 4.8 10 6.1 7.7 5.7 

ASSISTANT GEN. MANAGER 

SIZE OF SYSTEM 
Small 65 4 17 4.8 5.1 4 13 3.4 
Medium 75 4.3 7.1 4.7 8.1 5 10 4.1 
Large 72 3.3 4.6 6 10 6.2 13 5.2 

TYPE OF OWNERSHIP 
Public Non-contract 68 3.9 7.5 4.8 8.8 6.1 15 4.5 
Public Contract 78 2.9 12 5.4 6.8 3 2.7 4 
Private 100 10 0 0 0 0 0 0 

TYPE OF mv. OOARD 
Appointed 71 4 8.3 4.8 7 4.7 14 4.2 
Elected 79 3.1 0 0 15 7.1 5.7 7.7 
Ot.1-Ers 42 3.6 50 5.8 0 0 8.3 3 

OVERALL 71 3.8 8.5 5 8.1 5.5 12 4.4 
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emphasis in public transit has only began to emerge during the 

l a st decade. Although it has been talked about for more than a 

decade, significant changes in selection practices are only read

ily identifiable during the last five years or so. The fact that 

AGMs have spent a slightly smaller percentage of years (79 %) in 

tr a nsit related agencies modestly substantiates the observation. 

Professional Certifications 

During the preliminary inquiry phase of the study the 

inter est of the research team was sparked b y the broad range 

of profess i o n s whi c h c laimed GMs and AGMs as me mb e rs, i.e., 

l a w, a cco unting, engineering, aviation, teaching, planning, etc. 

Thi s fac tor prompted the decision to include a question which 

ask e d both mail-out and select respondents to identify any pro

fessional certifications which they have been awarded. The 

certifications were classified as being transit related or non

transit related and professional or non-professional. 

For various reasons, the response rate for this question 

wa s much lower than that which was expected (Table 4.7). However, the 

responses which were received adequately addressed the purpose of 

this inquiry. Eighty-eight percent of the responses provided by 

GM a nd AGMs were non-transit professional certifications. These 

include: certified public accountants (CPA), practicing attorneys 

(b a r), teaching certificates, pilots licences, non-transit 

rel a ted engineer or planning certificates, etc. The second high

est number of certifications fell in the transit related 

pro f essional category (7.7%). Those in this category included 

tr a nsit related, transit planning or engineering certifications. 

The frequencies and percentage for AG.Ms responding to this 

question were very similar to those of GMs. Several of the AG.Ms 

had been awarded transit-related,non-professional certifications. 

These AGMs were those who had been promoted through the ranks 

and h a d been awarded vehicle operator or ma intenance certifications. 
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TABLE 4.7 

PROFESSIONAL CERTIFICATIONS 

Transit Transit Non-Transit Non-Transit 
Related Related Professional Non-Prof . 

Prof essional Non-Prof. 

Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % 

GENERAL IvlANAGER I s 

SIZE OF SYSTEM 
Small l 11 0 0 8 89 0 0 
Medi um 0 0 0 0 9 90 l 10 
Large l 14 0 0 6 86 0 0 

TYPE OF OWNERSHIP 
Public Non-Contract 0 10 0 0 17 85 l 5 
Public Contract 0 0 0 0 6 100 0 0 
Private 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

TYPE OF mv. BOARD 
Apf()inted 2 13 0 0 14 88 0 0 
El ected 0 0 0 0 7 88 1 13 
Other 0 0 0 0 2 100 0 0 

OVERALL 2 7.7 0 0 23 88 l 3.8 

ASST . GENERAL 
MANAGER ' S 

SIZE OF SYSTEM 
Small 0 0 0 0 3 100 0 0 
Medium 0 0 0 0 8 100 0 0 
Large 2 9.1 l 4.5 18 82 l 4.5 

TYPE OF OV'NERSHIP 
Public Non-Contract 2 6.7 l 3.3 26 87 l 3.3 
Public Contract 0 0 0 0 3 100 0 0 
Pri vate 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

TYPE OF GOV. BOARD 
Apf()inted 2 7.7 l 3.8 22 85 1 3.8 
Elect ed 0 0 0 0 7 100 0 0 
Other 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 

OVERALl, 2 6.1 l 3 29 88 l 3 
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Summary 

During the past decade the transit industry has begun to 

reverse its traditional pattern of management inbreeding. The 

data indicates that mor e and more GMs are being recruited from 

outside the agency, as well as from outside the industry. 

Another matter which is closely associated with this new pattern 

of profe ssional mobility is the generalist concept. Transit 

boards are more favorably disposed to selecting a GM with a strong 

management education and background ove r an applicant with e xten

sive technical training and experience (in transportation). 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

EDUCATION, TRAINING AND CAREER DEVELOPMENT 

According to the study done by David Vellenga ten years 

ago, transit managers were high school g raduates (36 percent) or 

had some college training (31 percent). Only a few had college 

degrees (15 percent) and fewer still held graduate or professional 

de g rees (6 percent). Transit management was portrayed as inbred 

with few managers having experience outside the field of urban 

transportation. This contrasted significantly with other 

industries which placed higher importance on college degrees for 

their managers. These other industries ranged between 57 and 87 

percent of managers with college or graduate degrees. Vellenga 

concluded that in the future an increasing emphasis on college 

tr a ined management personnel for transit is expected.26 

Three years prior to the Vellenga study, Ray Mundy (1973) 

found that of those managers possessing college degrees, 

engineering (29 percent), general business (20 percent) and 

accounting (13 percent) were the most frequent areas of concen

tration. At the graduate level, twenty-three percent of the 

respondents with graduate degrees were engineers. About nine per

cent of the graduate degree holders indicated transportation

oriented study programs. The relatively new area of regional 

planning accounted for fourteen percent of graduate degree transit 

personnel. 27 

Education Level of Transit Managers 

Table 5.1 supports theVellenga contention of a change 

toward more highly educated transit management. Of the 102 

general managers responding to the present survey, an average of 

260 p. 

27 
Op. 

Cit., Vellenga, p. 198. 

Cit., Mundy, p. 16. 
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TABLE 5.1 

EDUCATICNAL LEVEL OF GMs and AGMs 

High Some College Some Graduate 
School College Degree Graduate Degree 

Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % Freq % 
GENERI\L MANAGERS 

SIZE OF SYSTD1 
Small 3 5.5 8 15 11 20 9 16 24 44 
Medium 3 12.0 2 8 5 20 5 20 10 40 
Large l 4.5 1 4.5 2 9.1 5 23 13 59 

TYPE OF OWNERSHIP 
Public Non-contract 4 6.6 6 9.8 13 21 10 16 28 46 
Public Contract 2 5.4 4 lJ. 4 11 9 24 18 49 
Pri vate 1 25 1 25 1 25 0 0 1 25 

TYPE OF BOARD 
l\pp:)inted 5 6.4 7 9 16 21 15 19 35 45 
Elected 2 10 3 15 2 10 4 20 9 45 
Other 0 0 1 25 0 0 0 0 3 75 

OVERl\LL 7 6.9 11 11 18 18 19 19 47 46 

l\.SST . GENERAL 
Ml\NAGERS 

SIZE OF SYSTEM 
Small 3 9.4 4 13 9 28 6 19 10 31 
Medium 2 6.5 4 13 5 16 4 13 16 52 
Large 2 4.7 3 7 11 26 7 16 20 47 

TYPE OF Ow-IBRSHIP 
Public Nrn, -Contract 2 2.6 6 7.8 20 26 14 18 35 45 
Public Contract 4 15 4 15 5 19 3 12 10 38 
Private 1 33 1 33 0 0 0 0 1 33 

TYPE OF BOARD 
Apr:ointed 5 6.1 9 11 19 23 12 15 37 45 
Elected 1 5 2 10 5 25 4 20 8 40 
Other 1 25 0 0 1 25 1 25 1 25 

OVERALL 7 6.6 11 11 25 24 17 16 46 43 
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about forty-five percent had graduate and/or professional degrees. 

This average held across all ~izes of system and across the types 

of system, whether public contract or public non-contract. 

Only four respondents were from private companies; hence no sig

nificant statistical trends can be reported. When combined with 

college and some g raduate study, the percentage of college 

trained GMs increases to eighty for small and medium systems and 

about ninety-one for large systems. 

It must be pointed out that the current surveys only 

examine the top two levels of transit management and thus skew 

the comparison with the Vellenga and Mundy studies. Equally 

dramatic shifts are observed in the educational level of assis

tant general managers. From 106 respondents, 32, 31, 43 respec

tively come from small, medium and large systems. Thirty-one 

percent of the AGMs from small systems hold graduate degrees; on 

the other hand, fifty-two and forty-seven percent of those at 

medium and large systems hold advanced degrees. Overall, eighty

eight (83 %) of those AGMs responding had at least a college 

degree. 

Thls sharp contrast in the educational level of transit 

man agers from what existed only ten years ago has several 

explanations. The industry has undergone rapid change with 

higher technology, especially in those systems with rail. The 

diversity of these systems requires a higher and more sophisti

cated level of management. Also, during the late seventies 

there was a downturn in the economy, and transit careers that 

heretofore were not overly attractive to college graduates became 

not only attractive, but also a viable alternative to other 

challenging careers. Colleges and universities initiated programs 

in transportation, urban planning and public administration on 

a much broader scale. Often graduates of these programs had 

interned at transit systems and had become excited about the 

tra nsportation industry. Several of the managers indicated that 

this was the path by which they entered the transit industry. 

Once there, rapid advancement was possible because of the advanced 

ag e distribution of existing management. These aggressive new 
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managers coming into a previously conservative industry seized 

the opportunity and quickly ascended to assistant and general 

manager levels. Other possible explanations are the increased 

le vel of compensation, motivational systems and the improved 

industry image. The salary, while still lagging behind private 

industry, became much more competitive. With the re-initiation 

of rail, the industry became a little more glamorous and had 

much wider appeal and exposure to those seeking college and 

g raduate degrees both in the field of transportation and other 

r e l a ted or unrelated areas of study. 

The Impact of Education on Turnover 

Upon closer examination of the data, one observes a trend 

that is widely held within the industry. General managers of 

the small and medium sized systems are relatively young with 

over sixty percent under the age of forty, whereas, the largest 

percentage of GMs at the large systems fall within the forty

fi v e to sixty range. This observation holds true irrespective 

of their educational background. These statistics confirm the 

observations made by a number of those interviewed, and suggest 

some reasons for what is considered a high turnover rate. Many 

transit executives accept positions at the small and medium 

systems while awaiting an opportunity to move to t-.he nor-9 lnc:~2-· 

tive and challenging position as general manager of a large 

system. 

We believe that there is a direct correlation between 

educational level of the "new" transit manager and industry 

turnover. Previously, managers who had worked their way through 

the ranks to management positions developed a kinship with the 

agency. Today's manager is more a professional manager than a 

tra nsit manager and is one who continually seeks new challenges 

and opportunities. The transit manager is becoming more like 

those in other industries. The focus of transit management has 

moved from engineering and operations to a new environment 

requiring skill in systems analysis, strategic planning, infor-
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ma tion systems and public relations. A common comment offered 

by many of the GMs was a need to understand the political 

environment in which transit agencies must operate. As a result 

of this changing environment, the skills are more transferable; 

hence the manager is more mobile. 

Training and Career Development 

Previousl y the transit management career development 

process was considered to be a two-step process. Transit execu

tives generally progressed through the ranks to management level 

while simultanPnu sly upgrading their educationa l back ground 

(see F i gure 5.1). Most other industries assumed a college 

education (entry level); thus the training and career development 

programs were substantially different, usually geared to some 

specific technique or program. First level training in the 

transit industry was more general, focusing on basic college 

level skills and general management. 

A number of the early UMTA and Department of Housing and 

Urban Development-sponsored training courses were well received. 

However becau se of the small numbers trained, many transit 

man agers felt that the impact would be negligible. UMTA's 

Managerial Training Program (Section 10) currently provides the 

most comprehensive vehicle for external managerial training 

specific to transit. Of the nearly 400 seminars attended by the 

208 GM and AGM respondents during the last five years, 142 were 

UMTA programs. Many of the non-UMTA programs were more general 

in nature and not specifically oriented towards transportation. 

The onl y significant trend in the data seems to be a suggestion 

that GMs and AGMs favor attendance at non-UMTA sponsored 

courses. The survey wasn't designed to uncover secondary 

in f ormation that might explain this trend. One guess might be 

that the UMTA courses are oriented more toward middle managers. 
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FIGURE 5.1 

TRANSIT MANAGEMENT DEVELOPMENT PROCESS 

Transit Industry Training 

(two-step process) 

Non-Transit Industry Training 

(one-step process) 

Additional Skills/Knowledge 
Required for Job Porcess 

_/ 

Step 2 
Upgrade to College 
Entry level Equi
valent 

Step 1 
Entry Level 

High School Skills/ 
Knowledge 

,.7/ 

Source: Vellenga, p. 165. 
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summary 

A number of factors are responsible for the increased 

educational level of top transit management. Opportunity 

existed as a result of the advanced age distribution of transit 

man a ge rs during the seventies. Reinstitution of rail transit 

making the industry more glamorous, coupled with a downturn in 

the economy saw many more college trained applicants. Compen

sation, while still l agg ing behind private industry, has risen 

to a relatively competitive level. These factors, when combined 

with the challenge of being the top executive have made transit 

much more attractive. 

Since the survey focused on the top levels of transit 

management, it was not able to really document training and 

development activities. Most of these activities are oriented 

towa rds midd le managers. However, one trend suggests that to p 

level management view non-UMTA training programs as more suitable 

to their needs. 
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CHAPTER SI X 

BOARD - GM RELATIONS 

A smooth, cooperative working relationshi p between the 

policy-making body and the professional staff is a sina qua non 

for the efficient and effective operation of a public transit 

system. This is a goal which is constantly being pursued. How

ever, the lament of many general managers or public transit 

managers is that, generally, there is a lack of consensus and 

understanding regarding the proper role of the board and no pre

c is e agreement about the distinction between policy and manage

ment issues. While there is an implicit assumption tha t it is 

possible to separate policy making from administration and manage

ment , in practice , it seems the two are inextricably intertwined, 

and this is a major source of the controvers y . 

Much of the literature posits that t here is a natural 

ad·re rsorial relationship between boards and senior staff because 

each tries to extend its influence and activities into the 

other's domain. In part this is attributable to the difficulty 

in defining or deciding where policy making begins and management 

end s and vice versa. Many general managers cite this difficulty 

as being the major frustration in their job and a major cause of 

conflict in board-staff relations. 28 

Some scholars have made surveys of the duties and respon

sibilities of boards of transit authorities, 29 including their 

structure , composition, training, turnover, operating procedures 

28
Robert A. Holmes, Edward Davis and Irvin Brown, A Com

parative Analysis of the Roles, Opera tions and Functions of the 
MARTA and Dade County Boards of Directors, UMTA - GA-11-0013-84, 
NTIS , May 1984, and Tobe Johnson, MARTA and the Board (unpublished 
monograph ), 1979. 

29
Kevin H. Horn, "Transit Board Members: Who a re They and 

What Do They Do?", Transit Journal, (November 197 6) : 15-32. 
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and relationship to management. 3° Concerning the latter, board 

members generally understood the delineation of policy making 

and administrative areas, but individual board members varied in 

their interpretation of policy and implementa tion activities. 

Consequently, they became involved on a daily basis with operat

ing affairs, and viewed the general manager a s obstructing their 

efforts to get more information and have closer contact with 

staff. One scholar notes that CEOs use various strategies to 

maintain "control" o ver their agency and keep the board 

"impotent. 1131 

Policy Making-Management Responsibility 

A major part of this research effort involved on-site 

interviews with 124 board members, general managers and assistant 

genera l managers of thirty large, medium and small transit sys

tems. The questionnaires were designed, in part, to secure their 

views on the general question of role definition and levels of 

responsibility for the performance of speci fic organizational 

funct ions. Below we shall analyze the data derived from the 

interviews. 

Yes 

No 

Ar e Policy Roles of Board and Management Responsibility 

of the GM Clearly Defined? 

General Managers (GM) 

73 % (22) 

27 % ( 8) 

Assistant GMs (AGM) 

59% (26) 

41% (18) 

Board 

74% (28) 

26% (10) 

The data sho~ a comparable consensus between general 

managers (73%) and board (74%) with the assistant general managers 

3°Kevin H. Horn, 
Work?", Transit Journal, 

"Transit Boards, Part Two: 
(July-August 1977): 51-69. 

How Do They 

31 . l . . Mi ton C. Lauenstein, "Preserving the Importance of the 
Board", Harvard Business Review, (July-August 1977): 36-46. 
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showing le ss c erta inty (59 %). However, there was generally no 

wri tten d o c ume nt to clea rly define or outline who was responsible 

for what! 1\mong the f req uent comments made were "There is a 

l ot of overlap a nd the board is involv ed e x t e nsiv ely in policy 

dev e l opment in mos t a rea s a nd in ma n ag ement r esponsibilities"; 

" Some c h a n g es in the parameter of board a cti v ities hav e occurred 

wi th cha n g es in the membershi p on the boa r d ." Wh ile man y 

respon dents d o ubted if the policy-ma n ag e me n t distinction could 

rea li st i cally ever be clearly defined, sev eral s y stems had 

recentl y hired consultants to ''spell out" the a reas of responsi

bili ty f or the board a nd staff. Such studies were recommended 

b y the s t aff who believed the board made too ma n y decisions. In 

g e ner a l, most felt thing s were working well a nd the general 

ma n agers often co n sult k ey board membe rs so t hey will "take 

own e rshi p " for dec i s ion s a nd c a use le ss ten s ion. 

Yes 

No 

Are The r e Major Area s o f Dis agreement Among Group s 

o n Ro l e s, Functions or Re s ponsibili t ies? 

Gen e r a l Man agers 

21 % ( 6) 

79 % (22) 

Assistant GMs 

37 % (16) 

63 % (27) 

Bo a rd 

5% ( 2) 

95% (35) 

Rather surprisingly, the Board members were almost 

un a nimous in their v iew that the g roups were in harmony concern

ing thei r r e s ponsibilities. However, the response did not mean 

t he r e was s a tisfa ction . An oft repea ted comment was that the 

boa rd is s o b u s y t ha t it " a llows the s t a f f to run the system." 

The n ewer the system , the g rea ter the involv ement of the bo a rd. 

Responden ts agre e d t hat there were some mi sundersta ndings, but no 

major di ff eren c es. Among area s of dispute were p lanning , 

collective b a r ga ining, route p lanning , and leg al serv ices. Many 

of t he AGMs a sserted that functions ha v e been dec ided o n a case 

by ca s e b a sis. 
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Are There Major Limitations/Constraints 

on the GM's Authority? 

General Manager Assistant GM Board 

Yes 44% (12) 58% (26) 56% (20) 

No 56% (15) 42 % (19) 44% (16) 

This data shows considerable division among the three 

groups. The responses would seem to indicate that an effort by 

the board to limit the GMs' management/administrative preroga

tives would provoke controversy or conflict, but such was not the 

case. The major restrictions were provided in the by-laws or 

resolutions adopted by the board usually at the suggestion or 

with the concurrence of the GM. It involved such matters as 

limits on expenditures and contracting authority, staff size, 

policy setting that might have external manifestations, and 

salary adjustments. As funds become more scarce or where there are 

political implications, the board tends to restrict management's 

authority. Comments such as the following tend to substantiate 

this observation: "Constraints are not to the point where I 

(the GM) can't perform'' and "There are some [constraints), but 

not overly significant." 

Responsibility for Functions 

In an effort to determine board and staff perceptions of 

their primary and shared responsibilities for functions/operations 

of the agency, the respondents were asked to indicate the level 

of responsibilities for six major functions: Policy making, 

budget, planning, staff hiring and termination, intergovernmental 

relations, and collective bargaining. 
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Policy Ma king 

As expected, there was overwhelming agreement that the 

board had the greatest role in policy making. (Tahle 6.1) The 

data show that 93 percent (86 % most important) of the GMs, 100 

percent (77 % most important) of the AG.Ms and 100 percent (95% 

most impor t a nt) of the board members believ ed the board had 

e ithe r the most important or importa nt responsibility for policy 

milking . However , t he source of confli ct is rev e a led b y the f indings 

that 81 percent (42 % most important) of the GMs, 95 percent (38 % 

most i mpor t a nt) of the AGMs, and 95 perce nt (24 % most importa nt) of 

the board members said the GM had the ma jor r o le. The f act that 

a lmost half of the GMs (42 %) saw themsel ves as hav ing the mo st 

imp o r tant pol i cy-m ak ing role, compared to 24 pe rcent of the board, 

opens the way fo r conflict. 

TABLE 6.1 

RESPONSIBILITY FOR FUNCTION: POLICY MAKING 

General 
Manager 

Rf>sponsibility 
for Function Freq % 

Board 
Most Irr:portant 25 86 
Important 2 7 
Little Responsibility 2 7 
No Responsibility 0 

(111s 

M::>st Irrportant 14 42 
Irrportant 13 39 
Little Responsibility 3 9 
No Responsibility 3 9 

AQl1s 
Most Important 4 15 
Important 14 52 
Little Responsibility 9 33 
No Responsibility 0 

Type 

58 

of Respondent 

Asst. General 
Manager 

Freq 

33 
10 

0 
0 

16 
24 

1 
1 

4 
23 
14 

2 

% 

77 
23 

38 
57 

2 
2 

9 
53 
33 

5 

Board 

Freq % 

35 95 
2 5 
0 
0 

8 24 
24 Tl 

0 
0 

2 7 
10 34 
15 52 

2 7 



Budget 

The data reveal a recognition by the respondents that 

the budgeting process is one of collective input and decision-

making. (Table 6.2) The board and the GM attribute a significant 

role to the AGM in the preparation of the budget. Generally, 

t his revealed a sense of shared responsibility based on the AGMs 

for f inance preparation of the budget, the GM's recommendation/ 

input in this process and the board's role in adopting a budget. 

An interesting finding is that the AGMs attribute a greater 

importance to their role than do the board members or G.Ms. 

Responsibility 

TABLE 6.2 

RESPONSIBILITY FOR FUNCTION: Bur:x:;ET 

Type of Resrondent 

General Asst. General 
Manager Manager 

for Function Freq % Freq % 

Board 
Most Irrportant 14 
Imrortant 13 
Little Resronsibility 2 
No Resronsibility 0 

Gvls 
Most Irrportant 22 
Irrportant 8 
Little Responsibility 0 
No Resronsibility 0 

AGMs 
Most Irrportant 9 
Imrortant 14 
Little Responsibility 4 
No Responsibility 0 

48 
45 

7 

73 
27 

0 
1 

33 
52 
15 

0 

59 

15 
21 

7 
0 

26 
13 

3 
1 

18 
19 

6 
1 

35 
49 
16 

60 
30 

7 
2 

41 
43 
14 

2 

Board 

Freq 

21 
11 

2 
0 

23 
12 

0 
0 

4 
13 
12 

0 

% 

62 
32 
6 

66 
34 

14 
45 
41 



Planning 

Rather surprisingly the board members attributed to them

selves the greatest responsibility for this task (36% most 

important), and attributed considerably less responsibility to 

GMs (18%) and AGMs (10%). Table 6.3 Consequently, from this 

perspective, it would appear that the seeds of discord are once 

.::igain present. While the GMs are apparently more deferential to 

the board in this area, the AGMs believe the board should be much 

less involved in this issue (19% most importa nt) with the GM 

(57 %) a nd AGMs (45 %) having the primary roles. 

Responsibility 
for Function 

Board 
Most Important 
Important 
Little Responsibility 
No Responsibility 

G'1s 
Most Imr:ortant 
Important 
Little Responsibility 
No Responsibility 

AGMs 
M:)st Important 
Important 
Little Responsibility 
No Responsibility 

TABLE 6.3 

RESPONSIBILITY FOR FUNCTION: PLANNING 

General 
Manager 

FrEq % 

5 18 
10 36 
10 36 

3 11 

16 53 
14 47 

0 
0 

16 57 
11 39 

1 4 
0 

60 

Type of Respondent 

Asst. General 
Manager 

Freq 

4 
10 
24 

3 

24 
16 

2 
0 

19 
18 

4 
1 

% 

10 
24 
59 

7 

57 
38 

5 

45 
53 
10 

2 

Board 

Freq 

12 
16 

5 
0 

19 
14 

1 
0 

5 
15 

5 
1 

% 

36 
48 
15 

56 
41 

3 

19 
58 
19 

4 



Staff Hiring -and Termination 

The board response is very interesting in that neither 

they nor the top management staff is said to have any significant 

re sponsibility in this area! (Table 6.4) Perhaps while it is 

c lear that they realize that the GM is the onl y staff person 

!1ired or f ired by them, the board respondents gave a composite 

rating (most important and important) of 12 percent to the GM and 

7 percent to the AGMs! Perhaps this is attributable to their 

assumption that the local supervisors or depar tment heads make 

these dec i sions . The GM and AGM respondents apparently inter

preted the question much differently; f or their answers show a high 

level of responsibility for all three groups. Rather surprisingly, 

the GMs ranked the board as having the greatest responsibility 

(60 % most important) while the AGMs gave the bo a rd the lowest 

rating (15 % most important) for the performance of this task. 

Al so the GMs ra ted the AGMs the least importa nt while the AGMs 

rated themselve s the highest (58 % most important) compared to the 

other two actors (GMs - 39 % and board - 15 %) ! 

TP.BLE 6.4 

RESPONSIBILITY FDR FUNCTION: STAFF HIRIN:; AND TERMINATION 

Type of Respondent 

General Asst. General 
Responsibility Manager Manager Board 
for Function Freq % Freq % Freq % 

Board 
J\bst Irrportant 1 4 0 1 3 
Important 2 8 3 7 6 19 
Little Responsibility 11 41 14 34 15 47 
No Responsibility 13 48 24 59 10 31 

Q\1 

J\bst Important 17 57 15 36 21 60 
Important 10 33 31 50 13 37 
Little Responsibility 2 7 4 10 1 3 
No Responsibility 1 3 2 4 0 

l\Qvls 
J\bst Important 11 39 25 58 4 15 
Important 10 36 13 30 13 48 
Little Responsibility 6 21 4 9 8 30 
No Responsibility 1 4 1 3 2 7 

61 



IntergovernmentaL Relations 

While the responsibility for maintaining liaison/inter

a ction with the city, state and federal officials on behalf of the 

agency was viewed by the board as their major responsibility, the 

GM s ample ranked the AG.Mand themselves above the board (72% and 

60 % to 51 % - most important). (Table 6.5) However, a frequent 

c omme nt ma de wa s that the board should increase its acti vities in 

thi s a rea. The AGM responses indicate their belie f that this area 

is no t being handled sufficiently by any of the three groups, as 

t he hi ghest rating for most important is 11 percent for the board 

a n d GM and 14 percent for the AGMs. In short, they believe the 

intergovernmental relations functions are being neglected. 

'I'ABLE 6.5 

RESfDNSIBILITY FDR F1JNCTION: INTERGOVERNMENTPJ.. RELATIONS 

General 
Responsibility Manager 
for Function Freq % 

Boar d 
Most Important 16 55 
Important 9 31 
Little Responsibility 3 10 
No Responsibility -1 4 

(Ms 
Most Important 18 60 
Important 11 37 
Little Responsibility 1 3 
No Responsibility 0 

1\GMs 
Most Important 3 11 
Important 14 50 
Little Responsibility 9 32 
No Responsibility 2 7 

Type of Respondent 

62 

Asst. General 
.Manager 

Fre:J 

20 
17 

5 
1 

31 
12 

0 
0 

6 
24 
12 

2 

% 

47 
40 
12 

2 

72 
28 

14 
55 
27 

5 

Board 
Fre:J 

23 
8 
1 
0 

18 
13 

4 
0 

3 
13 

7 
4 

% 

72 
25 

3 

51 
37 
11 

11 
48 
26 
15 



Coll e cti v e Bargaining 

This was another area where a consensus existed in which 

all groups played significant roles. (Table 6.6) However, rather 

surprisingly 77 percent of the board members said that GMs had 

little or no responsibility in this area; the AGM had an important 

o r v e r y i mport a nt role (51%), and the board had the greatest 

r esp o nsibility - 56 percent (most important or important). The 

GMs agreed with the significant role of the board (82 % most impor

t a nt) proba bly because it set general policy and provided a frame

work f or the collective bargaining process. However, the AGMs saw 

thei r role as being the greatest (53 % most important) compared to 

41 percent for the board and 31 percent for the GM. Despite this 

di v ision it does not appear that this has caused any major con

f li c ts among the parties. 

TABLE 6.6 

RESPONSIBILITY FOR FUNCTION: CX)LLECI'IVE ~NG 

Responsibility 
for Function 

Board 
Most Important 
Important 
Little Responsibility 
No Responsibility 

Gvls 
Mcst Important 
Important 
Little Responsibility 
No Responsibility 

AQl,ls 

Most Important 
Important 
Little Responsibility 
No Responsibility 

General 
Manager 

Freq % 

2 8 
4 15 

12 46 
8 31 

20 71 
7 25 
0 
1 4 

8 31 
17 65 

0 
1 4 
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'I"JPe of Respondent 

Asst. General 
Manager 

Freq % 

6 
16 
15 

6 

29 
13 

1 
0 

23 
12 

5 
3 

14 
37 
35 
14 

67 
30 

2 

53 
28 
12 

7 

Board 

Freq % 

8 25 
10 31 

6 19 
8 25 

28 82 
6 18 
0 
0 

11 41 
8 30 
6 22 
2 7 



Summary 

Generally, the policy makers and professional staff 

funct ioned in a cooperative manner in the performance of the above 

discu ssed roles. This was particularly the case where a strong 

commit tee structure existed in such areas as Budget/Finance, Pro

g r am Development/Planning, Human Relations/ Staff, etc. It was 

a lso the case that board members in such agencies were particularly 

a ctive in the decision-making process. The view was expressed 

that the "misunderstandings" about roles have to be "flushed out" 

over time and cannot occur overnight. One method of expediting 

the resolution of this situation has been the utilization of outside 

consultants to outline the functions that should be performed by the 

board, GM and AGMs. It would appear that the holding of an a nnual 

retreat at which such matters would be addressed is critical to 

ensuring that a n agreement or consensus is maintained as new board 

members and senior staff come to the agency. 

64 



CHAPTER SEVEN 

GM PERFORMANCE AND ORGANIZ ATIONAL STRUCTURE 

Most of the indicators which have been used in the past 

to assess the performance of the GM are measures which were 

developed to assess the productivity of the transit agency as a 

whole. This is an entirely logical starting point or approach 

because the GM is in most cases the chief executive officer of 

the agency . The performance level of the transit property is a 

ref l ect ion o f the performance level of the GM. Howev er, in spite 

of the tr emendous o ve r+ap, there is a distinction between organiza

tionul and individual performance a ssessment. The positive or 

negative as sessment of the performance of a tr ansit agency may be 

u product of many internal and externa l factors which may be out

sid e of the GM's control, i.e., board decisions, civil service 

regu l a tions and budget constraints. Consequently, if the transit 

industry ho pe s to better understand the nature of the position of 

t he GM, future efforts must also be directed towards the develop

ment of sound performance indicators which are specifically geared 

to the position. 

Lacking the capability referred to in the preceding 

paragraph , this chapter limits its discussion to several areas of 

considera tion commonly associated with GM and organizational 

perfor mance: organizational structure, professional competencies 

2nd performance e va luation procedures. 

Organizational Structure and Performance 

One of the more critical factors which impacts on the per

formance of the GM c;s well c1- s the performance of the organization 

as a whole is organizational structure. In the latter part of the 

s eventies Gordon Fielding and his associates studied the relation

ship between structural and performance variables in sixteen public 

transit organiz a tions in Californi a . Fielding found that: 
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Organization size, span of control, centralization, 
and length of managerial tenure were all associated 
with higher level of performance. Specialization 
and formalization were found to be associated with 
lower levels of performance o~ certain efficiency 
a nd effectiveness indicators. 2 

With respect to selection of an appropriate organizational 

structure , Fielding further concludes: 

One important concept that is partly rejected b} 
the results is that there is no one best way to 
organize transit organizations: There are 
instead several, depending on the organizational 
context .33 

Most of the performance variables to which Fielding refers 

are addressed elsewhere in this study. The study wi 11 here consider 

s pa n of management and organizational control. 

Span of Management 

Span of management (or span of control) refers to the 

number of persons a manager directly manages. Zowever, when 

the concept is v iewed from an analytical perspective, the principal 

consideration is the number of persons a man ager can effectively 

manag e. Classical organizational theory p laced limits on the span 

(three to five persons), because managers ha ve limited amounts of 

knowledge, energy, time, etc. 34 On the other hand, contemporary 

theory cfild practice view span of management as a contingency 

rel a tionship. Many factors determine the number of persons that a 

manager can effectiv ely manage. Some of these are capability and 

skill of the manager and of the persons managed, complexity of the 

work supe r v ised, stability of the organization, and geographic 
. . f . 35 proximity o subordinates. 

32Gordon Fielding, et al., "Organization Theory and the 
Structure and Performance of Transit Agencies." Transportation 
Research Record 761, 1980, p. 19. 

33rbid . 

34 . h . h . k Keit Davis, Human Be avior at Wor : Or anizational 
Behavior, 5th ed. (New York: McGr~w Hill Book 19 7 , p. 

35r bid., p . 205. 
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GMs and AGMs in select systems were asked to specify the 

number o f persons that report directly to them. Responses were 

g roup ed into one of five categories by numbers of subordinates: 

1-3 ; 4-7; 8-10; 11-15; or 15 or more (Table 7.1). GMs and AGMs 

we re not a sked to distinguish line, staff, and clerical subordinates. 

The total number of line and key staff subordinates does to a large 

extent reflect a GM's or AGM's span of management. However, the 

n umbe r of clerical personnel reporting to him/her is less of a 

f actor unless this number exceeds one or two, i.e., secretary and / 

or administrative assistant. In these instances he/she must 

devote a significant portion of his / her time to supervising 

c lerica l f unctions. It can therefore be assumed that clerical 

subo r dinates are also included in the dat a p rov ided in this table. 

TABLE 7.1 

NUMBER OF SUBORDINA'IES REroRTING 'IO G1 AND AQ.1 

15 or 
1-3 4-7 8-10 11-15 rrore 

F % F % F % F % F % 

Genera l Manager 
Small 5 50 5 50 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Medil.IlU 1 10 8 80 1 10 0 0 0 0 
Large 0 0 2 20 3 30 5 50 0 0 

OVERAI.J., 6 20 15 50 4 13.3 5 16.7 0 0 

Assistant G1 
SrPall 6 60 4 40 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Medil.IlU 3 30 7 70 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Large 2 20 4 40 2 20 1 10 1 10 

OVERALL 11 36.7 15 50 2 6.7 1 3.3 1 3.3 

67 



The data reflects a positive correlation between the 

number of persons reporting directly to the GM and system size. 

Almost a ll the GMs in small and medium systems ha v e seven or less 

subordin ates (sma ll 100 %; and medium 90 %.), while, only 20 per

cen t of the GMs in large s y stems supervise a s few as seven or less 

persons. Pi f t y percent of these GMs (large sys terns) supervise 

eleven to f ifteen persons. In the course of interv iews , a number 

of t he GMs in large systems e xpressed concern about the size o f 

their span of management. One of the GMs stated that he is in 

the proces s of reduc ing the number of persons that he directly 

supervises bec a use he feels that his manag ement sty le does not 

accommodate as wide a span a s that of his predecessor. 

An interesting observation is made when comparing the 

number of persons supervised by GMs and AGMs. The general notion 

in organization theory is that the span of mana~ement beco~es 

narrower a t hi gher levels within the organiz a tion hier a rchy . How

ever , the data indi ca tes tha t l\GMs tend to have a narrower span 

of man agement than GMs. This trend might be a direct result of 

the o bservation mad e in the preceding parag r a ph. In instances 

where the top level of management exercises a broad span of con

trol, the span of the second level of management is corresponding l y 

n a rrower. 

Organizational Control 

One of the questions which appeared on the survey instru

ment a ddressed the issue of organizational structure and the abil

ity of the GM to exercise control: Does the present organizational 

structure facilitate or hinder the e x tent to which the GM is able 

to exercise control over the agency? Due to the fact that 

organiz a tiona l performance is commonly considered to be reflective 

of the GM's performance, the considera tion of factors which hinder 

or fac ilita te the ability of the GM to exercise control is per

tinent t o the discussion. The following is a summary of responses 

to this question by t ype of respondent: 
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General Assistant 
Manager CM Board Overall 

F % F % F % F % 

Facilitate 19 73 25 64 32 86 76 75 

Hinder 7 27 14 36 5 14 26 25 

Three-fourths of the respondents felt that the present 

org anizational structure did facilitate the GM's control. 

Genera lly , respondents were satisfied with the present organiza-

tion a l structure. In a number of instances where the GM exper-

ienced problems in exercising control, respondents stated that 

these problems were associated with certain individuals rather 

than the organizational structure. Additionally, a number of 

respondents felt that the GM's control was strained when dealing 

with some issues (i.e., labor relations, implementation of new 

programs and coordination between units) but the structure could 

wo rk if given a chance. 

Board members (86%) were most satisfied with the present 

struc ture, and GMs were least satisfied (64 %). This is under-

st a nd a ble because board members are less intimately involved with 

o r concerned about problems of administrative control unless cir

cumstances elevate the problem to their attention. The fact that 

AGMs were less satisfied than GMs (73%) suggests that the former 

have a vested interest in efforts to enhance central control. 

This is especially true in systems where there are two or more 

AGMs, and occasionally problems arise in relating to organiza

tional units outside their supervision. 

When considering the responses to this question by the 

size of the system, one noticeable pattern does emerge. This is 

that the number of respondents who believe that the present 

orga nizational structure facilitates GM control decreases as the 

size of the system increases. This too, is understandable 
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Facilitate 

Hinder 

Small 

F % 

34 88 

5 13 

Medirnn 

F % 

21 70 

9 30 

Large Overall 

F % F % 

20 63 76 75 

12 38 26 25 

b e cause of the complex ity and frustrations a ssoci a ted with adminis-

tr a tion in l a r ger agencies. Some of the smaller s ystems a ppear 

to b e ope r a ting well, void of ha v ing a current organiz a tion chart. 

Re s pond ents f rom s ever a l small and medium s y stems sta ted that 

t he actua l opera tion of the agen cy bears little r e semblance to 

what appea r s on the f orma l organization chart. 

Professional Competencies 

The development of sound performance measures for the 

position of the GM would involve an extensive undertaking in and 

of it s elf; therefore, it is beyond the scope of this study. One 

of the t ask s r equired o f such an undertaking wou ld involv e t he 

a n a l ys i s of the various skills or competencies required of this 

position. Thi s task is complicated because of what has been 

prev io u sl y re f erred to as the "evolving concep t of the g eneral 

manage r." The nature o f this position has undergone considerable 

t r a nsition over the last few decades. Consequently, the skills 

a nd competencies required of persons occupy ing this position 

hav e a lso changed. This study here considers the contemporary 

impo rta nce of three categories of competencies: (1) managerial; 

(2) technical; and (3) human relations. 
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Managerial Competencies 

Respondents were asked to select the two most importa nt 

managerial competencies of the following seven: (1) finance; 

(2) marketing; (3) determining resource priorities; (4) p lanning; 

(5) insurance; (6) personnel; and (7) labor relations. Fifty

seven percent of the responses were distributed between two 

competencies, personnel and labor relations. (Table 7.2) This 

suggests that a majority of respondents were of the opinion that 

employee related managerial skills were the most essential to the 

position of GM. Of the remaining non-employee related com

petencies , planning was considered the most important (26%). 

Contrary to earlier assumptions, the members of the research team 

are a t a loss in explaining why so few respondents selected 

"determining resource priori ties" and "finance." One of the GM.s 

interviewed indicated that the former of these two competencies 

might have been better termed "priority setting". 

TABLE 7.2 

'IWJ MJST IMroRTANT MANAGERIAL (U,.Il>ETENCIES 

By Type of Respondent 

GM AGM BOARD OVERJ\LL 

F % F % F % F % 

Finance 0 0 4 9 0 0 4 4 

Marketing 1 3.5 3 7 0 0 4 4 

Determining Resource 1 3.5 3 7 3 9 7 7 
Priorities 

Planning 8 29 9 21 11 31 28 26 

I nsurance 0 0 0 0 3 9 3 3 

Personnel 6 21 9 21 14 49 29 27 

Lator Relations 12 43 15 35 4 11 31 29 
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Technical Competencies 

The persons interviewed were least enthusiastic about 

selecting (from the three categories of competencies) what they 

con s i d ered to be the two most important technical competencies. 

(Table 7. 3) This was primarily because they considered the 

ma n ageri a l a nd human relations competencies to be more critical 

to th e posi tion of general manager. Respondents indicated that a 

GM would be more likel y to delegate the executive responsibility 

for the functions in this category, than would be the case with 

the other two categories. The largest number of responses con

ve r ged under "traff i c man agement" (42 %); followed by " fa re 

determination" (19 %). 

TABLE 7.3 

'1W) M)ST IMFDRTANT TECENICAL CDMPETENCIES FOR GM 

By Type of Respondent 

Q-.1 AGM OVERALL 

F % F % F % 

Traffic Mgmt. 13 50 14 37 27 42 

Fare Determination 3 12 9 24 12 19 

Claims Settlerent 0 0 3 7 3 4 

Scheduling 4 15 4 11 8 13 

Research & Devlpnt. 3 12 6 16 9 14 

Rea.l Estate 0 0 0 0 0 0 

Maintenance 3 12 2 5 5 8 

* No Board Responses to this Question. 
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Human Relations Competencies 

Organizations are social systems. If one wishes to 

manage a public or private agency effectively he/she must have a 

working knowledge of human dynamics. Of the three sets of com

petencies, respondents tended to view those listed under this 

category more enthusiastically. I~ many instances the y were 

hesitant in selecting only two because they considered all the 

competencies to be critical to the position of GM. (Table 7.4) 

This i s probably the reason why 35 percent of the respondents 

selected the most comprehensive option, people skills. The only 

significant observation which can be made in attempting to 

asses s the comparative importance of the other more specific 

options is that 29 percent of the respondents selected either 

"conflict resolution" or "abilities as a negotiator." This 

suggests that a GM spends a large portion of his time dealing with, 

a nd representing competing sides over conflicting issues. 

Abilities as a 
Negotiator 

!'-lotivate 
Subordinates 

Conflict 
Resolution 

Establish Infor-
mation NetV'Ork 

People Skills 

Other 

TABLE 7.4 

'IWQ M)ST IMPORTANT HUMAN RELATIONS CXMPETENCIES 

By Type of Respondent 

CM 

F 

AGM PDARD OVERALL 

% F % F % F % 

2 6 4 9 2 6 8 8 

6 20 5 11 7 18 18 16 

5 17 13 29 6 16 24 21 

8 27 6 13 5 13 19 17 

9 30 16 36 15 39 40 35 

0 0 1 2 3 r . 4 4 
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Performance Evaluation Procedures 

A central f ocus of any comprehensive effort to enhance 

the p roductiv ity o f a public or private agency is the development 

o f a substantive quantitative and qualitative performance 

e valuation system. This point has been increasingly emphasized 

in the public sector since the early 1970s. Contemporary fiscal, 

political and societal realities has encouraged policy makers to 

dema nd that administrators justify the continued existence of 

the ir respecti v e a g encies. This is particularly true in the case 

o f h i gh-doll a r public services such as mass transit. 

The issue which is addressed in this section are the 

pro c edure s used to evaluate the performance of GMs. Persons 

inte rviewed at the thirty select systems were asked two questions 

r e l a tive to this issue: (1) What method/tools are used to 

eva luate the GM's performance/ management effecti v eness? and (2) 

How frequentl y is the GM evaluated? The interesting observation 

o f ten made was that there was conflict in the responses gi ven by 

the GM, n GM and board members from the same system. The implica

tions were not too significant when the AGM's response conflicted 

with that of the GM and/or board member. In some cases AGMs 

simp ly did not know the answer to either of these questions. 

However, there is possible cause for concern when there is con

f li c t between the responses given by the GM and board member. 

This may suggest the absence of clear understanding between the 

GM a nd h is/ her superiors about how and when the former's perfor

ma n ce is to be assessed. 

In cases where there was conflict in responses to either 

of these two questions the person conducting the interview used 

hi s discretion in determining which practices were followed at 

the respective system. The summary of responses for the thirty 

sel e ct systems are provided below. 
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Standard 
Form 

F 

6 

9-
0 

20 

What method/tools are used to evaluate 
the GM's perfonnance/management effectiveness? 

Interviews 
Consultant 
Appraisals 

All of 
the Arove Other 

F 

6 

% 

20 

F 

1 

% 

3.4 

F 

2 

% 

6.6 

F 

15 

% 

50 

Fi fty percent of the systems conv erg ed in the "others" 

category. Several factors contributed to such a large portion 

fa lling into this category. The predominant of which was the 

combination of procedures used by systems with contract firms. 

In most of these cases the board evaluates the contract as a 

whole rather t han just the GM. The procedures for e va l ua ting 

the contrac t vary si gnificantly, depending on which firm has the 

contract a nd what t ype of serv ices are provided under the contract. 

Quarterly 

F 

1 

% 

3 

Semi
Annually 

F 

0 

% 

0 

How f requently is the GJ'.'i evaluated? 

Annually 

F 

20 

% 

67 

Bi
.Annually 

F 

3 

% 

10 

Other 

F 

6 

% 

20 

The respondents from eighty percent of the systems stated 

that the GMs performance was e v aluated quarterly, semi-annually, 

annua lly or bi-annua lly. However, in a number of these cases the 

evaluation does not occur in contex t of a forma l procedure. 

Severa l of these s ys tems follow a formal procedure but the 

evaluation is done in an open narrative form vo id of utilizing 

previousl y established criteria. Three of the GMs falling in the 

"others" category, simply stated that their performance was 

evaluated on a "da ily basis". 
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Summary 

The findings pre sented in this chapte r s peak to the com

p l e x ity of the issues associated with e fforts to improve and/or 

e v a luate GM and organizational performance. Organization s ize, 

span of control, centralization, organizational control, and 

f o r mali za tion are all factors which impact upon the performance 

of the GM, as well as the agency as a whole. Surprisingly, 

although many respondents expressed concern about certain aspects 

of agency operation, these concerns were generally not considered 

to be related to the structure of the organization. On one hand, 

the p r e c e ding two sentences suggest a possible conflict between 

organizational theory and practice. On the other hand, it sug

gests that many transit officials fail to recognize the relation

s hip between formal and informal organization structure and 

orga nizationa l pe rformance. In the opinion of the research team, 

many of the problems which were identified could be partially 

addre sse d, if modifications were made in the organizational 

str ucture . However, any such changes or refinements should be 

care ful l y studied and planned prior to implementation. Reorgan

ization for the sake of reorganization often results in more 

serious problems than the reorganization was meant to solve. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

CONCLUSION 

Between July 15 and 18, 1984, sixty-eight general managers 

from around the country gathered together in Irving, Texas to 

attend APTA's fourth General ~anagers' Seminar. The agenda was 

built around both the personal and professional needs of transit 

GMs. The topics which were addressed ranged from "Organization 

Structure and Management Culture" to "What You Need to Know About 

Stress, Nutrition, Diet, and Exercise. 1136 Many of these topics 

parallel the issues addressed in this study. This suggests that 

GMs themselves have recognized the fact that far too few resources 

have been devoted to examining the position of GM and the environ

ment in which incumbents operate. As well, they are aware that 

GMs must constitute the nucleus of this effort. It is hoped that 

this profile and analysis will contribute to their efforts. 

The issues associated with executive selection, training, 

development, compensation and promotion have long been addressed 

in the literature. However, the public sector in particular has 

only recently began to develop comprehensive approaches and 

programs to address these issues and concerns as they relate to 

senior level executives. The situation in which the transit 

industry finds itself is not unlike that of the federal govern

ment. The Task Force on Personnel and Civil Service of the 

Hoover Commission addressed the need for a separate personnel 

system for the higher level civil servant in 1935. It was not 

until the passage of the Civil Service Reform Act of 1978 that 

the Senior Executive Service was established. Although the 

provisions of the legislation only apply to a limited number of 

"super-grade" positions (GS 16-18) within the federal service, 

it does represent a significant attempt to begin to address 

3611 General Managers Examine Needs," Passenger Transport, 
30 July 1984, p. 5. 
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pri orities such as those identified by Richard M. Paget in an 

address to the Washington, D.C. Chapter of the Public Personnel 

Association in 1957 entitled "Strengthening the Federal Career 

Executive Service". 

1. Selection processes must be improved 

2. Compensation scales must be kept realistic and 
competitive 

3. Executive training and development must be 
stimulated 

4. Opportunities for broader experience must be pro
vided f or federal administrators 

5. Ca reer opportunities carrying top-level respon
sibilities must not be limited arbitrarily by 
an effort to keep the civil servant out of 
politics 

6. Pride in the federal service and concomitant 
recognition of status must be developed as a 
foundation for a program to strengthen career top 
management in our government 37 

Most of these same concerns have been voiced with respect to 

tr unsit senior executives. The transit industry can greatly 

benefit from lessons which have been learned in other segments 

of the public and private sectors as it attempts to better under

stand the nature of the position of the general manager. 

One of the key issues which this study considers is GM 

turnover. When this topic is viewed just from the perspective 

of t he transit industry, there appears to be a cause for concern. 

Howe ver, when it is considered in the broader context of career 

patterns exhibited by public and private sector executives, the 

high turnover rate (GM and AGM) which this study documents might 

constitute a positive rather than a negative attribute of the 

transit industry. On one hand, high executive turnover suggests 

organizational instability and employee dissatisfaction; and on 

the other hand, it suggests professional mobility and growth, as 

well as the transference of skills and knowledge from one organiza-

tion to another. The architects of the leg islation which 

3 7
Richard M. Pagel, "Strengthening the Federal Career 

Executive," Public Administration Review 17 (Spring 1957): 92-93. 
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established the federal Senior Ex ecutive Service recognized that 

professional mobility must be an essential component of a person

nel system for higher level executives. As transit management 

becomes less inbred it must also accept this reality. 

This study also documents that transit management h a s 

become far less inbred than it was a decade ago when Ray Mundy 

and David Vell e nga developed their profiles. As recent as a 

dec ade ago, most GMs had spent their entire professional c areers 

in o ne organi zation. This is no longer the case. For ty-two 

perc ent of the GMs responding to this study's survey had been 

with the agency for less than five years and sixty-nine percent 

had a tenure of less than ten years. 

Another matter which is closely associated with profes

sional mobility and management inbreeding is the generalist 

versus s pecialist controversy. · Transit boards are more favorably 

disposed to selecting a GM with a strong general management 

education and background over an applicant with extensi ve tech 

nical training and experience, or give equal wei ght to both types 

of background. Again, this represents a significant departure 

f rom past sel ection practices which gave preference to the 

l a tter . To the contrar y , most GMs and board members still con

sider technical training and experience to be predominant criteria 

in the selection of an AGM. 

Another recent change in the transit industry is the 

modest but si gnificant penetration of minorities and women into 

the top two levels of management within transit agencies. 

Traditionally there had been few instances in which minorities 

or women occupied the AGM position in transit agencies and none 

in which they occupied the GM's position. Four percent of the 

102 GMs and, 12 percent of the 106 AGMs responding to this study's 

survey were non-white. Three percent of the GM respondents and 

eight percent of the AGM respondents were women. The transit 

industry is not unlike other segments of our society which had 

prev iously only admitted white males. The fact that 1984 witnessed 

the first serious black candidate for the presidency and the first 

female nominee for the v ice-presidency by a maj or party suggests 
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someth ing about th e possible selection of minorities and women 

for other more minor positions of chief executive officer in the 

future . 

GMs and AGMs are considerably younger today than they 

were a decade ago. According to the profile done by Mundy in 

1973, the average age for GMs was fifty-three and the average 

age for AGMs was fifty-two. The average age for GMs and AGMs 

responding to this study's survey was forty-five. The transit 

industry is no longer over populated with senior aged GMs and 

AGMs over the age of fifty-five. During the last decade, the 

industry has recruited younger middle managers ~nd prepared them 

to eventually fill these positions. 

Salaries, while still lagging behind priva te industry, 

have risen to a very competitive leve l when compa red to that of 

other senior exec utives in the public sector, es pecially in the 

case of the l arger systems. The average salary for GMs respond

ing to the survey was $56,000, and $53,000 for AGMs. Several of 

the GMs in the larger systems have been successful in negotiating 

salary packages in excess of $100,000. In many cases the transit 

GM is the highest paid local official. This represents a signifi

cant improvement when considering the fact that salary ceilings 

fo r federal General Schedule (GS) executives is $68,700. 

In addition to having broader professional backgrounds, 

tr ansit executives possess far more extensive academic exposure 

than they did just eight years ago when Vellenga developed his 

profile . Only six percent of the transit managers who partici

pated in his survey held graduate and professional degrees, while, 

forty -si x percent of the GMs and forty-three percent of the AGMs 

responding to this study's survey held these credentials. In 

a ddition to formal academic preparation, many of these respondents 

pa rticipated regularly in UMTA-sponsored and non-UMTA-sponsored 

training programs and career development seminars. These programs 

and seminars a ddress both transit-related a nd non transit-related 

topics. 

This study has a lso attempted to address the environment 

in which transit GMs operate. One of the most important factors 

80 



which shape this environment is the GM's relationship with the 

agency's governing board. In the case of transit agencies, as 

well as other types of public and private enterprises, there is 

commonly assumed to be a natural adversarial relationship between 

boards a nd senior staff because each tries to extend it influence 

and acti vities into the other's domain. In part, this is attri

but Qble to the difficulty in defining where the policy making 

roles of the board begin and where management responsibilities 

of the senior staff ends and vice versa. Approximately one

third of the persons interviewed either directly or indirectly 

referred to this type of conflict as a major cause of frustra

tion in board-staff relations. In a number of instances substan

tive steps are being taken to address this problem. Many other 

ag encies fail to acknowledge the existence of the problem or 

accept it as the nature of board-staff relations. 

When the roles, functions, and responsibilities of the 

board and senior staff are more clearly defined, those of the GM 

are a lso defined. By defining the responsibilities of those 

persons directly superior and subordinate to the GM, the founda

ti on is established to address another serious void within the 

tra nsit industry. This is the formulation of sound qualitative 

and quantitative indicators for assessing the performance of the 

GM. In recent years UMTA has funded a number of research efforts 

which have endeavored to develop performance indicators for 

various aspects of mass transit service delivery. Most of these 

indicator s lend themselves more to assessing organizational per

formance, as opposed to individual performance. 

A final observation which this study makes is that no 

transit related agency or organization collects data on transit 

executives on a periodic and systematic basis. One UMTA official 

(John Paul Jones), prior to his retirement, was engaged in a 

modest but valuable data collection effort. As well, APTA periodi

cally collects some information on transit executives; however, 

this data is only collected from its member agencies and is not 

available for general distribution. It is hoped that the findings 

of t his s tudy encourage UMTA not only to resume but also to expand 

its previous data collection activities. 
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The preceding findings and conclusions provide the basis 

for this study's major policy recommendations: 

1. Professional Development and collaboration - Agencies 

such as UMTA and organizations such as APTA, are encou

raged to sponsor or facilitate more career development 

seminars, training programs, and annual meetings 

specifically intended for general managers. 

2. Performance Measurement - Efforts should be directed 

towards the development of performance indicators which 

are designed to assess the individual performance of 

general managers. These indicators would complement 

the organizational performance measures presently used 

to assess the productivity of general managers. 

3. Professional Mobility - The industry should develop a 

more positive attitude about the professional mobility 

exhibited by transit managers. Contrary to many years 

of management inbreeding, the high turnover rate which 

is presently pervasive of the industry provided for the 

transference of knowledge and skills from one transit 

or non-transit agency to another. 

4. Minority and Women Transit Executives - The transit 

industry should pursue more aggressive efforts designed 

to increase the number of minority and women general 

managers and assistant general managers. 

5. Board-Staff Relations - In many transit agencies, the 

board, the general manager and the senior staff need 

to better define their respective roles, functions and 

responsibilities. 

6. Data Base on Transit Executives - UMTA should resume 

and expand its data collection efforts in the form of 

a national data base on transit executives. 
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r::ear Transit Executive: 

APPENDIX A 

Atlanta University 
223 C hes tnilt Street, S. \V . 

Atl a nta, Georgia 303 1.J 

(404) 681-0251 

The enclosed questionnaire is being administered as part of an Urban .M::i.ss 
Transportation Administration (UMI'A) study designed to develop a national 
profile on transit general managers and deputy and/or assistant general 
rranagers. Your response to these questions will assist us greatly in our 
understanding of the backgrounds and positions of transit managers. 

Al though the focus of this research is on the position of general manager, 
(chief executive official of the agency), we are also asking deputy and/or 
assistant general managers to corrplete a questionnaire. Our desire is to 
include all individuals who are in the two top levels of managerrent; so if 
there are rrore than one deputy or assistant general manager, each is asked 
to fill out the questionnaire. 

Your individual answers will not be shown to anyone other than myself and 
the other two nernbers of the research team, Dr. Edward Davis and Robert 
Holrres. Only surmary data will be made available and the narre of specific 
transit properties will not be indicated. Please do not sign your narre on 
the questionnaire. The degree to which this research will be valuable 
hinges on the honesty with which you answer the questions. 

General .Managers are asked to ensure the dissemination of questionnaires. 
If we have not enclosed a sufficient number of questionnaires, please feel 
free to have additional copies rrade. After the questionnaire has been 
completed , the individual filling it out is asked to return it to: 

Dr. Irvin Brown 
Public Administration r::epa.rtrrent 
Atlanta University 
Atlanta, Georgia 30314 

¼e v.Duld sincerely like to thank you for the cooperation given us on behalf 
of this research. If you have any questions concerning the questionnaire, 
please call rre at (404) 681-0251, ext. 261. 

Sincerely yours, 

Irvin Brown 
Project Director 
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QUESTIONNAIRE: TRANSIT EXECUTIVES 

I. Position 

1. General Manager 

II. Personal 

2. Deputy or Assistant General Manager 

l. Age 2. Sex 3. Salary 

l. BelCM 35 l. Male l. BelCM $20,000 
2. 35-39 2. Female 2. $20,000 - 24,999 
3. 40-44 3. $25,000 - 29,999 
4. 45-49 4. Race 4. $30,000 - 34,999 
5. 50-54 5. $35,000 39,999 
6. 55-59 l. White 6. $40,000 - 44,999 
7. 60 and a}:x)Ve 2. Black 7. $45,000 - 49,999 

3. Hisp:i.nic 8. $50,000 - 59, 999 
4. Other 9. $60,000 = 69,999 

(Specify) -10. $70,000 and arove 

5. Education 

1. High school diplana 
2. Sane college, years completed -----
3. College degree, major area 
4. Some graduate study 
5. Graduate degree, rra jor area -----------------

6. List any professional certifications -which you have. 

l. 
2. 
3. 

7. List all training or career seminars attended in last 5 years. 

l. 
2. 
3. 
4. 

8. How lcng have you been in your present position? 

1. less than 2 years 4. 11-15 :years 
2. 2-5 years 5. 15 years or nore 
3. 6-10 years 

9. HCM long have you been employed by this transit sys tau? 

1. less than 2 years 4. 11-15 years 
2. 2-5 years 5. 15 years or rrore 
3. 6-10 years 

84 



QUESTIONNAIRE: TRANSIT EXECUTIVES PAGE 'IW) 

10. Please list your four (4) most recent positions held and years 
anployed in each, beginning with the one prior to your present 
position. 

Job Title 

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 

III. Transit System Infonration 

1. Narre of System: 
2. Age of System 

(check one) 

Tenure/years Public or Private 

1. less than 10 years 3. 20-29 years 
2. 10-19 years 4. 30 years or older 

3. Size of Sys ten 

1. Small (50-149 vehicles) 2. Medium (150-499 vehicles) 
3. Large (500 or rrore vehicles) 

4. How is your governing board selected? 

1. Appointed 2. Elected 3. Other (explain) 

IV. Recrui brent & Selection 

5. What is the primary rrethod used by the board in the selection of a 
General Manager? 

1. Prorrotion fran within agency 
3. Other (explain) 

2. Recrui brent £ran outside 

6. In appointrrent of the GM, which factor is most important concerning 
the background/training of the individual? 

1. Technical education and experience 
2. General managerrent education and background 
3. About EqUal weight to each 

7. Which best characterizes the Board/GM's selection of Deputy/Assistant GM? 

1. Recrui trrent fran outside the agency 
2. Prorrotion fran lower level within the agency 

8. In selection of the l\GM, which factor is most irrportant concerning the 
background/training of the individual? 

1. •rechnical education and experience 
2. General managerrent education and background 
3. About equal weight to each 
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l\PPENDIX B 

Transit Interview Format 

1. Position 

1. General Manager 

2. Deputy General Manager 

3. Assistant General Manager 

for 

2. Personal 3. Sex 5. Salary 

cl . Age 1. Male 1. Belav $20,000 
2. Ferm.le 2. $20,000-$24,999 

1. Below 35 3. $25,000-$29,999 
2. 35-39 4. Race 4. $30,000-$34,999 
3. 40-44 5. $35,000-$39,999 
4. 45-49 1. White 6. $40,000-$44,999 
5. 50-54 2. Black 7. $45,000-$49,999 
6. 55-59 3. Hispanic 8. $50,000-$59,999 
7. 60 and abJve 4. Otter (list) 9. $60,000-$69,999 

10. $70,000 and abJve 

6. F.ducation (If some graduate study, please also answer qrestion 3.) 

1. High school diploma 
2. Some college, years oorrpleted 
3. College degree, major area ---------------4 . Sorre graduate study 
5. Graduate degree, na jor area --------------

7. List any professional certifications which you have. 

l. 
2. 
3. 

8. List all training or career seminars attended in the last 5 years. 

1. 
2. 
3 . 
4. 

9. How long have you been in your present position? 

1. Less than 2 years 
2. 2-5 years 
3. 6-10 years 
4. 11-15 years 
5. 15 years or more 
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TRANSIT INTERVIEW FORMAT PAGE 'IW) 

10. How long have you been errployed by this transit system? 

1. Less than 2 years 
2. 2-5 years 
3. 6-10 years 
4. 11-15 years 
5. 15 years or nnre 

11. Please list your four (4) rrost recent positions held and years 
enployed in each, beginning with the one prior to your present 
position. 

1. Job Title 
2. 
3. 
4. 

12. Transit System Infonnation 

a. Name of system: 

Tenure/years 

b. Age of system (date it became publicly owned) : 

(check one) 
Public or Private 

1. Less than 10 years 3. 20-29 years 
2. 10-19 years 4. 30 years or older 

13. Was your system forrrerly privately cwned? 

1. Yes 
2. No 

14. Size of system 

1. Small (50-149 vehicles) 
2. Medium (150-499 vehicles) 
3. Large (500 or rrore vehicles) 

15. How is your governing board selected? 

1. Appointed 
2. Elected 
3. Other (explain) 

16. What is the pr.imary rrethcrl used by the board in the recrui trrent of a 
General Manager? 

1. Pronntion from within agency 
2. Recruitrrent from other transit agencies 
3. Recruitrrent fran govemrrent (non-transit agencies) 
4. Recrui bnent fran private industry 
5. Other 
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TRANSIT INTERVIE'W FORMAT PAGE THREE 

17. In the appointment of the GM, which factor is most important concerning 
the background/training of the individual? 

1. Technical education and experience 
2. General managerrent education and background 
3. About equal weight to each 

18 . Which best characterizes the Board/ GM's selection of Deputy/ Assistant GM? 

1. Recrui tnent from outside the agency 
2. Promotion £ran lower level within the agency 

19. In tht~ sel ection of t he AGM, which factor is most impor tant c oncerninq 
the background/training of the indivicual? 

1. Technical education and experience 
2. General managerrent education and background 
3 . About equal weight to each 

20. What is the most .irrportant factor in the organization's decision re-
garding the choice of a General Manager? 

1. Seniority or experience 
2. Consultant (executive search firm) recorrmendation 
3. Reference checks 
4. Perforrrance evaluation 
5. Others ( explain) 

21. How irrportant are the following managerial carpetencies (areas of kno,..;
ledge) for the GM of your transit property? (Select the two most 
irrportant) . 

1. Finance 5. Insurance 
2. Marketing 6. Personnel 
3. Determining Resource Priori ties 7. Labor Relations 
4. Planning 

7.2. how important are the following technical rorrpetencies for the GM of your 
transit property? (Select tre two most important) 

1. Traffic Manage-rent 5. Research & Develop-rent 
2. Fare Determination 6. Real Estate 
3. Claims Settlement 7. Maintenance 
4. Scheduling 
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TRANSIT INI'ERVIEW FD™AT PAGE FDUR 

23. HCM irrportant are the following human relations competencies for 
the CM of your transit property? (Select the tw::> most important) 

1. Abilities as a negotiator 4. Establish information netv.Drk 
2. Motl vate subordinates 5. People skills 
3. Conflict resolution 6. Other 

24. What is the most irrportant factor in the agency's decision ooncerning 
the selection of the Assistant General Manager? 

1. Seniorit y or experience 4. Performance evaluation 
2. Consultant recatmendations 5. Tests 
3. Reference checks 6. Otrers ( explain) 

25. What rrethods/ tools are used to evaluate the General Manager' s performance/ 
Iffiilagerrent effectiveness? 

1. Standard form 
2. Interviews 
3 . Consultant appraisal 
4. All three of the arove 
5. Other (identify) 

26. How fre::ruently is the evaluation of the CM ffi3.de? 

1. Quarterl y 
2. Semi-annually 
3. Annually 
4. Bi-annually 
5. Other 

27. How v.Duld you characterize the behavior of the (M and ACM towards the 
Board? 

l. Cooperative 
2. Informative and responsive 
3. Unresponsive 
4. Manipulative 
5. Other (explain) 

28 . What term best describes the relationship between the Board and the 
General Manager? 

1. Very ha.rrrDnious 
2. Gcxxi 
3. Periodic tension 
4. Conflictual 
5. Otrer 
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TRANSIT INTERVIEW FORMAT PAGE FIVE 

29. What is the nature of relations bet¼'een the General Manager and 
Deputy/Assistant General r£nager (functional, degree of responsi
bility, delegation of authority)? 

30. Are rrost agency policy decisions a product of the GM, or are decisions 
rra.de collectively by senior staff? 

1. 
-2. 

3. 

GM's determination 
GM and staff 
Other ------------------------

31. Utilizing the following legend, indicate to what extent the different 
groups are responsible for the following functions: 

(1) M.:>st Important 
(2) Important 

Policy Making 
Budget 
Planning 
Staff Hiring & 
Termination 

Intergoverrurental 
Relations 

Collective 
Bargaining 

(3) Little Responsibility 
( 4) No Responsibility 

Board General Manager Assistant GM 

32. Are the policy roles of the Board and rra.nagerrent responsibilities of the 
GM clearly defined? 

1. Yes 
2. No 

33. Are there any rra.jor areas of disagreerrent arrong the groups over role, 
functions or responsibilities? 

1. Yes 
--2. No 

If yes, explain 
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TRANSIT INIERVIEW FORMAT PAGE SIX 

34. Are there any ITBjor limitations/constraints on the authority of the 
General Manager? 

1. Yes 
-2 . No 

If yes, list 

35 . [)::)es the present organizational structure facilitate or hinder the 
extent to which the GM is able to exercise control over the agency? 

36. How ITBny subordinates report directly to the GM? 

1. 
-2. 

3. 
-4. 

5. 

1-3 
4-7 
8-10 
11-15 
15 or rrore 

37. How ITBnY subordinates does the deputy GM supervise directly? 

1. 
2. 
3. 

-4. 
5. 

1-3 
4-7 
8-10 
11-15 
15 or rrore 

38. How ITBnY General Managers has the agency had in the last 15 years? 

1. One 
-2. '&D 

3. 'Three 
4. Four 

--5. Five or rrore 

39. List the tenure of each General Manager. (Number of years) 

1. 
-2. 

3. 
4. 
5. 
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TRANSIT INTERVIEW FORMAT PAGE SEVEN 

40. For each General M:lnager .indicate the reason for leav.ing (resignation to 
accept another position, termination by Board, retirerrent, other). 
CHECK ONE ' 

1. Resignation to accept another position 
2 • Termination 
3 • Retirerrent 
4. Other 

1 2 3 4 5 

41. How m:my different Deputy General M:lnagers has the agency had .in the last 
15 years? 

1. One 
2. 'TWO 
3. Three 

-4. Four 
5. Five or rrore 

42. Why did each Deputy GM leave the agency? 

1. Resignation to accept another position 
2. Termination 
3. Retirerrent 
4 . Prorrotion 
5. Other 

1 2 3 4 

43. Are there types of special .incentives used to reta.in the GM? 

1. Yes 
2. No 

44. If yes, what do they .include? 

1. 
2. 

-3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 

Pay raise 
Greater responsibility or authority 
Fr.inge benefits 
Performance awards 
Retirement benefits 
Stock options 

5 6 7 

45. What was the major factor .in your decision to becorre a General M:lnager? 
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TRANSIT INTERVIEW FORMAT PAGE EIGHT 

46. In your op1.111on, is there any relationship between tenure, termination, 
resignation and nature of Board selection? 

47. It is often said the position of General M:mager in an Arrerican 
mass transit system is a highly vulnerable post where the incumbent is 
not likely to enjoy a lengthy tenure. What in your opinion is the 
reason for this? 
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APPENDIX C 

Board Interview Fornat 

Personal 

l. Age 2. Sex 

1. BelON 35 l. Male 
2. 35-39 2. Female 
3. 40-44 
4. 45-49 3. Race 
5. 50-54 
6. 55-59 l. White 
7. 60 and arove 2. Black 

3. His:p3.nic 
4. Other (list) 

4. Education 

1. High school diplana 
2. Some college 
3. College degree, ITB.jor area ------------------4. Sare graduate study 
5. Graduate degree, major area ------------------

5. How long have you been on the board? 

l. Less than 2 years 
2. 2-5 years 
3. 6-10 years 
4. 11-15 years 
5. 15 years or rrore 

6. Name of System: 

7. How is your governing board selected? 

l. Appointed 
2. Elected 
3. Other (explain) 

8. What is the primary rrethcrl used by the board in tie recrui tnent of a 
General Manager? 

1. Pronotion fran within agency 
2. Recruitment fran otlEr transit agencies 
3. Recruitrrent fran government (non-transit agencies) 
4. Recruitrrent from private industry 
5. Other 
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TRANSIT BOARD INTERVIEW FO™AT PAGE 'IWJ 

9. In the appointment of the GM., which factor is most important concerning 
the backgrOlmd/training of the individual? 

1. Technical education arrl experience 
2. General managerrent education and background 
3. About equal weight to each 

10. W-Uch best characterizes the Board/GM's selection of Deputy/ Assistant GM? 

1. Recrui brent fran outside the agency 
2. Promotion fran lov.er level within the agency 

11. In the selection of the AGM, which factor is most important concerning 
the background/tra inin~ of the individual? 

1. Technical education and experience 
2. General managarent education and background 
3. About equal ~ight to each 

12. What is the ITCGt important factor in the organization I s decision regarding 
the choice of a General Manager? 

1. Seniority or experience 
2. Consultant (executive search finn) reC'OITTTlendation 
3. Reference dlecks 
4. Performance evaluation 
5. Tests 
6. Others ( explain) 

13. How important are the following managerial competencies (areas of knCMledge) 
for the rn of your transit property? (Select the tw:> nost .inportant). 

l. Finance 5. Insurance 
2. Marketing 6. Personnel 
3. Determining Resource Priorities 7. Lal:x:>r Relations 
4. Planning 

14. How important are the following human relations canpetencies for the rn 
of your transit property? (Select the tv.o mcst important) 

l. Abilities as a negotiator 4. Establish information network 
2. Motivate subordinates 5. People skills 
3. Conflict resolution 6. Other 

15. What is the rrost important factor in the agency's decision concerning 
the selection of the Assistant General Manager? 

1. Seniority or experience 4. Perfonnance evaluation 
2. Consultant recarmendations 5. Tests 
3. Reference checks 6. Others ( explain) 
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'I'RANSIT BOARD INTERVIEW FD™AT PAGE 'IHREE 

16. What rrethods/ tools are used to evaluate the General Manager's perfonnance/ 
managerrent e ffectiveness? 

1. Standard fonn 
2. Interviews 
3. Consultant appraisal 
4. All three of the arove 
5. Other (identify) 

17. How frequently is the evaluation of the C1-1 made? 

1. Quarterly 
2. Semi-annually 
3. Annually 
4. Bi-annually 
5. Other 

18 . How wn1 1ld you characterize the behavior of the GM and N:J.11 towards 
the Board? 

1. Cooperative 
2. I nfonrative and responsive 
3. Unre sponsive 
4. Manipulative 
5. Other ( explain) 

19. What tenn best describes the relationship between the Board and the 
General Manager? 

1. Very harrronious 
2. Good 
3. Pericxiic tension 
4. Conflictual 
5. Other ----------------------

20. Are nost agency policy decisions a product of the GM, or are decisions 
made collectively by senior staff? 

1. GM' s detennination 
2. GM and staff 
3. Other 
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TRANSIT OOARD INTERVIEW FORMAT PAGE FOUR 

21. Utilizing the following legend, indicate to what extent the different 
groups are resp:msible for the following functions: 

(1) Most Irnr:ortant 
(2) Irrportant 

Policy Making 
Budget 
Planning 
Staff Hiring & 
Termination 

Intercpvernmental 
Relations 

Collective Bargaining 

(3) Little Resr:onsibility 
(4) No Resr:onsibility 

.Board General Manager Assistant GM 

22. Are the policy roles of the Board and rnanagerrent responsibilities of the 
CM cloorly defined? 

1. Yes 
2. No 

23. Are there any major areas of disagreerrent among the groups over role, 
functions or resr:onsibilities? 

1. Yes 
2. No. 

If yes, explain 

24. Are there any rrajor limitations/constraints on the authority of the 
General Manager? 

1. Yes 
2. No 

If yes, list: 

25. Does the present organizational structure facilitate or hinder the 
extent to which the GM is able to exercise control over the agency? 
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TRANSIT BOARD INTERVIEW FORMAT Pl'CE FIVE 

26. !\re there types of special incentives used tD retain the CM? 

1. Yes 
2. No 

27. If yes, what do they include? 

1. Pay raise 
2. Greater responsibility or authority 
3. Fringe benefits 
4. Perfornance awards 
5. Retirement benefits 
6. Stock options 

28. I n your opinion, is ~re any relationship between tenure, termination, 
and resignation and nature of Boa.rd selection? 
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