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Introduction 
 
Metropolis Research Pty Ltd was engaged by the Local Government Professionals 
Association Inc (LGPro) to examine the behaviours and attitudes of current and former 
local government Chief Executive Officers (CEOs) and potential CEOs.  The research 
aims to: 
 

⊗ Quantify the demographic profile of current and potential CEOs 
 

⊗ Examine the career paths, options and plans of potential CEOs 
 

⊗ Explore CEO and potential CEO views on the skills, traits, knowledge and 
experience required to be a successful local government CEO 

 
⊗ Examine methods of ensuring potential CEOs have access to the necessary 

professional development to equip them to be successful local government 
CEOs 

 
The project was designed to assist LGPro to assess the human resources that are 
currently available and will be available to lead the sector over the next decade.  This 
knowledge will assist the LGPro in developing CEO professional development 
programs.  
 
This document provides a summary of the key findings of the research as well as a 
discussion of improvement opportunities and potential next steps designed to assist the 
LGPro with a CEO development project.   
 

Methodology  

Survey component  
 
Metropolis Research Pty Ltd contacted the CEO at each of the 79 councils across 
Victoria and asked if they were willing to participate in the project.  Participating CEOs 
were forwarded a copy of the Current and Former CEO Survey.  Participating CEOs were 
also sent copies of the Director and Potential CEO Survey for distribution to members of 
council’s executive management team and other managers or coordinators which the 
CEO believed may be a potential future CEO candidate.   
 
Both CEO and potential CEOs were provided with a reply paid envelope for returning 
the survey to Metropolis Research Pty Ltd for processing.   
 

Interview component 
 
In addition to the paper based CEO and potential CEO surveys, Metropolis Research 
Pty Ltd conducted follow up telephone interviews with a number of current and former 
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CEOs, a small number of Mayors and local government focused employment agencies.  
These interviews were designed to examine in more detail some of the issues arising 
from the quantitative component.  In addition, these interviews provided a range of 
other perspectives on issues around CEO professional development, qualifications and 
other employment related issues.  
 
Trained Metropolis Research Pty Ltd staff conducted a total of 22 telephone interviews 
over the period mid-December to early February 2009.  The interviews were designed 
to provide more detailed feedback on a range of issues arising from analysis of the 
survey results to the main study.  The breakdown of interviews was as follows: 
 

⊗ 1 current Mayor and 6 current CEOs of metropolitan councils 
⊗ 2 current Mayors and 3 current CEOs of regional shire councils 
⊗ 1 current CEO of a regional city council 
⊗ 1 former Mayor and 5 former CEOs  
⊗ 3 managers/senior staff of recruitment agencies 

 

Survey component response rate 
 
Of the 688 surveys distributed between both CEOs and potential CEOs, a total of 300 
were returned to Metropolis Research Pty Ltd for inclusion in the study - representing a 
response rate of 43.5%.   
 
CEOs were considerably more likely to complete a survey than potential CEOs with 59 
of the 79 CEOs responding (74.7%).  This may in part reflect the fact that CEOs were 
contacted directly by LGPro via email in advance of the project commencing and were 
then contacted through their personal assistants or directly by officers of Metropolis 
Research Pty Ltd inviting them to participate.  Potential CEOs were provided with a 
survey pack via the CEOs office in each council and may therefore have received less 
information on the project or direct encouragement to participate.     
 
The response rate of both the CEOs and potential CEO surveys is very good for a mail 
out survey.  Higher response rates tend to reflect the importance respondents place on 
the issue covered in the survey.  The sample obtained is sufficiently large and 
representative of the population to provide a meaningful basis for analysis and ensure 
that the results reflect the broad range of current opinions of municipal management in 
Victoria. 
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Response rate by council type
LGPto - CEO Development Project
(Number and percent of distributed surveys)

Distributed Returned Response Distributed Returned Response

City council 31 23 74.2% 287 107 37.3% 40.9%
Rural city council 11 9 81.8% 61 46 75.4% 76.4%
Shire council 37 27 73.0% 261 88 33.7% 38.5%

Total 79 59 74.7% 609 241 39.6% 43.5%

Response 
rate

Type of employer CEO Potential CEO

 
 

Response rate
LGPto - CEO Development Project
(Number and percent of distributed surveys)

Distributed Returned Distrbited Returned

Western 6 5 50 21
Southwest 7 6 64 21
Southeast 8 5 65 30
Northwest 7 6 49 29
Northern 3 0 21 0
Northeast 10 7 85 32
Central 38 30 275 108

Total 79 59 609 241

Response rate 

Region CEO Potential CEO

74.7% 39.6%  
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Survey component key findings 
 
The following outlines the key findings from the LGPro - 2008 CEO Development Project 
Survey. 
 

Profile of local government CEOs and management 

Demographic profile 
 

• CEOs were overwhelmingly male (88.1%) and aged 46 years and over (86.5%).   
 

• Approximately three-quarters of potential CEOs were male (72.2%) and they 
were relatively evenly split between younger (aged up to 45 years – 44.0%) 
respondents and older (aged 46 years and over – 56.1%) respondents. 

 

Qualifications 
 

• More than three-quarters of CEOs had graduate qualifications – either a 
Graduate Diploma (18.6%) or more commonly a Postgraduate Degree (57.6%).  
All seven surveyed female CEOs had a Postgraduate Degree compared to just 
51.9% of their male colleagues.   

 
• Potential CEOs were marginally less likely to have a Bachelor Degree or higher 

than CEOs (90.5% compared to 98.2% of CEOs), and were less likely to have a 
Postgraduate Degree than CEOs (35.7% compared to 57.6%). 

 
• Approximately half of the surveyed CEOs and potential CEOs had 

qualifications in the fields of business and/or management.  Other common 
fields of study included engineering, local government and planning.   

 
• Male potential CEOs were slightly more likely to have business/management 

qualifications as well as engineering or economics qualifications than female 
potential CEOs who were more likely to have qualifications in arts, education, 
health/medicine or psychology. 
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Current employment profile 
 

• Almost all CEOs had worked in the local government sector for at least ten 
years (89.1%) with two-thirds having worked in local government for at least 
twenty years (62.7%).  

 
• Potential CEOs had a more diverse range of periods of time employed in the 

local government sector than CEOs with one-quarter having been in the sector 
more than ten years (27.4%) and one-third more than twenty years (32.4%). 

 
• Two-thirds of the potential CEOs surveyed were employed currently as senior 

managers such as Directors or General Mangers (65.1%) and one-third as 
middle management such as Mangers or Coordinators (32.4%). 

 
• Almost two-thirds of potential CEOs were previously employed as middle 

managers (59.3%), which reflect the anticipated career path progression from 
officer to middle manager to senior manager to CEO. 

 
• A sizeable proportion of both CEOs (29.3%) and potential CEOs (27.1%) had 

been in their current role for less than one year. 
 

• A little under half of both CEOs (40.7%) and potential CEOs (46.5%) 
anticipated staying in their current role for between two and five years. 

 

Future employment 

Reasons for leaving current role 
 

• On average respondents identified three reasons each as to why they would 
consider leaving their current role. 

 
• The most commonly identified reason why both CEOs and potential CEOs 

would consider leaving their current role was “new opportunities become 
available” (60.0% and 59.3% respectively). 

 
• One in six current CEOs (16.4%) identified “difference of opinion regarding 

Council’s future vision” as a reason for potentially leaving their current role. 
 

• Male potential CEOs were more likely than female colleagues to identify “new 
opportunities” and “seeking higher remuneration”, whilst female potential 
CEOs were more likely to identify “more life in the work-life balance”. 

 
• Younger potential CEOs were more likely to identify reasons relating to career 

advancement and ambition than their older colleagues. 
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Next career move 
 

• There is a clear preference expressed by both CEOs and potential CEOs that 
their next role be located in a city council over a rural city council over a shire 
council. 

 
• Potential CEOs expressed a strong preference for their next role to be a 

promotion over a sideways move (similar role). 
 

• Only a very small proportion of either CEOs or potential CEOs identified a 
preference for their next career move to be out of the local government sector 
with 6.3% preferring a move into the private sector, 6.2% into a government 
agency and 4.0% into the not-for-profit sector. 

 
• Although overall respondents preferred future roles in city councils over other 

council types, respondents from both rural city councils and shire councils did 
express some preference to stay in a similar type of council. 

 
• Potential CEOs reporting that they would apply for a CEO role in the future 

did not appear to be overly concerned with the location or type of council.  
These respondents appear to value the opportunity to be a CEO if offered a 
role over a preference for a type of council. 

 
• Male potential CEOs were more likely than their female counterparts to apply 

for a CEO role, particularly with their current council (43.1% compared to 
31.3%). 

 
• The most common reasons given by those respondents who would not apply 

for a CEO role as to why they would not related to the fact they considered 
themselves currently to be too inexperienced (35.9%).  Many of these 
respondents were younger middle managers. 

 
• Female potential CEOs were considerably more likely than males not to apply 

for a CEO role at the moment because they feel they currently lack the 
necessary experience/qualifications (47.2% compared to 31.6%).  Interestingly, 
this result is particularly true for female potential CEOs currently employed at 
Director/General Manager level (26.3% compared to 12.3%). 

 
• A little under half the potential CEOs (43.5%) reported that they would be 

prepared to stay in the local government sector up to five years in order to gain 
a CEO role before rethinking their goals.  Younger respondents were prepared 
on average to stay longer than older respondents. 

 
• Interestingly, rural city council respondents were considerably more likely than 

city or shire council respondents to wait more than five years (69.2% compared 
to 50.0%). 

 
• A little under two-thirds of potential CEOs intended to stay between five and 

ten years if appointed to a CEO role, regardless of the type of council. 
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Skills for successful CEOs 
 

• When asked which skills, traits, or knowledge they believe are important to be 
successful as a local government CEO, both CEOs and potential CEOs 
selected an average of 23 attributes from the 40 attributes included in the 
survey.   

 
• The relatively large average number of attributes selected by both CEOs and 

potential CEOs suggests that both groups believe a considerable range of skills, 
traits or knowledge are required to be a successful CEO in local government.   

 
• The most important skills identified by CEOs were “honesty/integrity” 

(32.2%), “understanding of the principles of leadership” (30.5%) and “ability to 
work well with councillors” (28.8%). 

 
• The most important skills identified by potential CEOs were “strategic 

thinking” (37.3%), “understanding of the principles of leadership” (32.8%) and 
“ability to work well with councillors” (30.3%). 

 
• Some variation is evident in the potential CEO results for most important skills 

required of a successful CEO between the type of council (city, rural city or 
shire) and between the age and gender of potential CEO respondents:   

 
 Respondents from city councils were more likely to identify “ability to 

work well with Councillors”, “political awareness” and “resilience” and 
less likely to identify “ability to communicate effectively”. 

 
 Respondents from rural cities were less likely to identify 

“honesty/integrity” and “ethical intelligence” and more likely to identify 
“community engagement skills”. 

 
 Respondents from shire councils were more likely to identify 

“understanding principles of good governance”. 
 

 Female potential CEOs were more likely to identify “strategic thinking”, 
“understanding of the principles of leadership” and “political 
awareness” and less likely to identify “financial management skills”. 

 
 Male potential CEOs were more considerably likely to identify 

“financial management skills” than their female counterparts. 
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New skills required in the next 5 years 
 

 Just over one-half of both CEOs and potential CEOs identified at least one 
skill, trait or knowledge that they believed would be required of CEOs in the 
next five years that was not currently required (57.6% and 60.5% respectively). 

 
 Approximately one-quarter of both CEOs and potential CEOs identified “good 

governance and management skills” as new skills that will be required (27.1% 
and 24.5% respectively).  

 
 The other commonly identified attribute was “social, political and economic 

awareness” (20.3% and 16.2% respectively). 
 

Best ways to develop required skills 
 

• A large majority of both CEOs (88.1%) and potential CEOs (80.1%) reported 
that professional mentoring programs are one of the best ways to develop the 
skills and knowledge required to become a CEO in local government.    

 
• Graduate or postgraduate study was more frequently identified by CEOs, as 

compared to potential CEOs, as one of the best ways to develop the skills 
necessary to be a local government CEO (54.2% compared to 42.3%).   

 
• Potential CEOs were more likely than CEOs to identify “on the job training” 

(58.1% compared to 47.5%), “job rotation” (47.7% compared to 35.6%) and 
“external courses” (41.1% compared to 32.2%) as methods of developing the 
skills and knowledge required to be a successful CEO in local government. 

 
• Female potential CEOs were somewhat more likely than their male 

counterparts to suggest graduate/postgraduate study (50.7% compared to 
39.7%) and job rotation within an organisation (62.7% compared to 43.1%). 

 
 

Aspects considered when applying for a new position  
 

• When asked to rate the importance of a range of aspects considered when 
applying for a new position, organisation aspects such as “organisational vision” 
and “organisational culture” were rated as the most important, with average 
importance scores of around 8 - 8.75 out of 10.      

 

• Job or role-related aspects such as “ability to chose team” and “variety of work” 
were rated as less important than organisation aspects with importance scores 
of around 7.5 - 8 out of 10.  
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• Personal or career related aspects such as “job security” and “remuneration” 
were rated as the least important, although clearly still very important, with 
importance scores of around 6.5 - 7.5 out of 10.   

 
• A very important aspect considered when applying for a new position was 

“greater professional challenge”, rated highly by both CEOs and potential 
CEOs (at 8.71 and 8.50 out of 10 respectively).  This result highlights the 
importance to both CEOs and potential CEOs of new opportunities and 
challenges when changing roles.   

 
• Female potential CEOs rated the importance of “flexible working hours” 

measurably higher than male potential CEOs, at 7.03 out of 10 compared to 
6.23 out of 10 for male potential CEOs.     

 
• Female potential CEOs rated the importance of “access to training and 

development” considerably and certainly measurably higher than male potential 
CEOs (7.83 compared to 6.98).   

 

Most important characteristics of potential CEOs  
 

• Experience working in the local government sector in Victoria was the 
characteristic both CEOs and potential CEOs rated as the most important for 
potential CEOs in local government, rating the importance of this experience at 
6.49 and 6.89 out of a potential 10 respectively.   

 
• The importance of experience working in both the Victorian local government 

sector, and at a similar Council, highlights a general finding from the survey, 
namely that individuals aiming for a CEO role are almost exclusively 
anticipating local government management roles as their personal career path as 
well as the most appropriate career path.   

 
• Female potential CEOs rated the importance of experience in government 

agencies measurably and significantly higher than their male counterparts (6.51 
compared to 4.98).  Female potential CEOs also rated the importance of 
experience in the not-for-profit sector slightly but not measurably higher. 

 
• Male potential CEOs rated the importance of experience in local government in 

Victoria slightly but not measurably higher than female potential CEOs. 
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Interview component key findings 

Current and past CEO interviews 
 
Current and former CEOs, Mayors, and representatives from recruitment companies 
were interviewed to gain further insight into key issues raised in the LGPro – 2008 CEO 
Development Survey.  These included issues surrounding the development of a 
professional mentoring program, the development of job rotation programs, issues 
relating to women in senior management roles in local government, and the types of 
roles and experiences that best prepare candidates for becoming successful local 
government CEOs. 
 
The following outlines the key findings from the LGPro - 2008 CEO Development Project 
Interview Report. 
 

Professional development – mentoring 
 

• The majority of current and former CEOs were not aware of any formal, 
ongoing mentoring programs in the local government sector, however many 
had been put in touch with another, more experienced CEO when they first 
started in the job, and had maintained that contact in an informal manner.   

 
• The majority of interview respondents suggested that the required commitment 

in time and resources was the biggest barrier to implementing a professional 
mentoring program. Therefore a program’s success would require total 
commitment from councils in terms of engagement, time, and money.  

 
• Respondents identified three primary factors that would need to be considered 

in order to ensure the effectiveness of a professional mentoring program in the 
local government sector: 

 
- Commitment from Council and the participants in the program 
- Proper matching of mentor and participant 
- A clear understanding of the goals of the program. 

 
• A large group of respondents felt that self-selection was the best method for 

selecting participants for a professional mentoring program, feeling that this 
would ensure the selection of motivated participants with a real desire to 
improve, and develop new skills. 

 
• There was also a substantial group of respondents who felt that councils, the 

CEO, or some other body should select individuals for professional mentoring, 
ensuring that only individuals with the appropriate potential would be selected. 
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• Many respondents felt that individuals with experience as local government 
CEOs would be good choices for mentors.  However, almost all respondents 
also indicated that individuals with management experience from a range of 
sectors, including the private sector, and/or other levels of government would 
also make good mentors. 

 
• Most respondents felt that an external organisation should run any potential 

professional mentoring program for current and potential CEOs, with many 
specifically identifying LGPro as a suitable organisation. 

 

• Respondents held a broad range of views as to the amount of time individuals 
should be expected to spend in a mentoring program before benefits are seen, 
these ranged from a few months to as long as two years. 

 
• Respondents felt that there were a range of methods of communication 

between mentors and program participants that would be appropriate, however 
all believed that at least some initial face-to-face contact was essential.  

 

Professional development – job rotation 
 

• No respondents were aware of any formally organised job rotation programs 
currently in place in Victorian councils, however a small number were aware of 
informal job rotation or secondment programs within urban councils and 
between metropolitan and rural councils.  Several interview respondents had 
also experimented with such programs in their own organisations. 

 
• Respondents identified a range of potential barriers to implementing a job 

rotation program in local government including, disruption of service delivery, 
the time commitment, and potential resistance from staff and Councillors. 

 
• The range of factors identified by respondents that needed to be considered to 

ensure the effectiveness of a job rotation program in local government 
included: 

 
- A strong commitment from Council, and particularly the CEO 
- A strategy for the minimisation of disruption to operations/services 
- A mechanism for ensuring the effectiveness of the program 
- Good communication between all those involved. 

 
• The majority of former CEOs believed that participants in a job rotation 

program should be given experience in roles very different to their usual role 
(e.g. engineering managers rotating through community services). 

 
• There was no consensus amongst respondents as to the length of time 

participants in a job rotation program should stay in each role.  Respondents 
identified timeframes ranging from 6 weeks to 12 months as the minimum time 
needed for the experience to be effective. 
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Gender issues 
 

• Respondents gave a number of reasons for the lower representation of women 
at senior management levels of local government.  These included: 

 
- That some women with children were concerned over the work/life 

balance involved in senior management roles 
- That some Councillors tended to appoint males rather than females 

to the CEO role, perceiving them as “tougher” 
- Males were more confident, applying for CEO roles before having 

all the qualifications, whereas women tended to wait 

- Women tended to work in community services, whereas CEOs 
tended to be appointed from engineering and finance roles. 

 
• The majority of respondents agreed that the lower representation of women in 

local government was a problem but only around half stated that the problem 
needed to be actively addressed. 

 
• There were two challenges faced by aspiring female CEOs identified by almost 

all respondents: 
 

- The tendency of councils to appoint males to CEO roles -  not only 
in male dominated councils 

- The perception amongst females that the role involved too great a 
time commitment to balance with family commitments. 

 
• The majority of respondents suggested that aspiring female CEOs and senior 

managers could be given greater mentoring and general encouragement.   
 

• Some respondents suggested that councils could make themselves more 
“family-friendly” by providing greater flexibility in relation to work/life balance.  

 

• A small number of respondents stated that education programs to change the 
perception of women in senior roles could be conducted within councils. 

 

Experience/background 
 

• The majority of respondents felt that experience in finance, corporate affairs, or 
engineering was helpful for aspiring CEOs, however many dismissed the 
suggestion that these backgrounds better prepared a candidate for a CEO role 
than experience in other areas of council. 

 
• Respondents identified a variety of experiences they felt had been useful in 

becoming a successful CEO, these included professional development courses, 
working in a variety of roles and/or in a variety of different councils, and some 
identified experience outside the local government sector. 
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• There were a number of recurring themes in the advice offered by respondents 
to aspiring CEOs: 

 
- To gain as broad a range of experience as possible, in a variety of 

professional roles 

- To “put your hand up”, in other words for aspiring CEOs to 
actively seek the position 

- To recognise the broad range of areas covered by councils and 
understand that the role of the CEO is to serve the community, and 
the elected Council. 

 

Recruitment agency interviews 
 

• Respondents indicated that in addition to strong local government experience 
the personal characteristics of the applicant played a very important part in the 
selection process.  The most important of these characteristics were resilience, 
political acumen, extra-organisational sensitivity, and social poise. 

 
• Respondents agreed that local government experience was essential to success 

as a local government CEO.  Extremely effective CEOs recruited from outside 
the local government area had completed postgraduate qualifications in local 
government, and/or taken roles in the not for profit sector that involved 
working closely with local councils. 

 
• Respondents indicated that graduate/post graduate qualifications, while not 

essential, were highly regarded as they exposed potential CEOs to techniques 
and approaches used in other organisations and industries. 

 
• Respondents observed that elected Councillors tended to be conservative in 

their choices due to either temperament or inexperience.  They suggested that 
the under-representation of women in current and potential CEO groups may 
be a reflection of this inherent conservatism. 

 
• Respondents indicated that it was essential for the recruitment agent to provide 

effective guidance to the Councillors/Mayors in the selection process.  In 
particular it was important for the recruitment agent to establish a rapport with 
the Councillors that allowed them to challenge traditional thinking about the 
characteristics of an effective CEO. 
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Current and former Mayor interviews 
 

• Respondents highlighted a range of skills and attributes which they felt were 
important in an effective and successful local government CEO.  These 
included: 

 
- The ability to work and communicate effectively with staff, 

Councillors, and the broader community 

- Good management skills, including financial management 

- Experience in local government 

- The ability to read the “political environment” in the context of the 
Council and the community 

- High ethical and moral standards. 
 

• Respondents had had a variety of experiences appointing CEOs, one had felt 
that some of the applicants did not have the necessary skills for the job, and 
that in particular they did not project enough confidence.  Another respondent 
felt that the high number of retirements at CEO level had contributed to a 
perceived “experience gap”. 

 
• The Mayoral respondents highlighted different skills or attributes which they 

believed CEOs would need in the next five years.  These include: 
 

- The ability to deal with issues arising from the financial crisis  
- The ability to deal with issue related to climate change  
- The ability to lobby and advocate on behalf of the local community 

with other levels of government. 
 

One respondent was of the view that the skills, traits and attributes required to 
be a successful CEO will not change in the next five years and that the most 
important skill was having the flexibility to meet changing circumstances. 
 

• The majority of respondents had engaged a recruitment agency when hiring a 
CEO, however one respondent believed that most councils “got it wrong” 
when appointing a CEO in that they didn’t use the right processes, e.g. 
engaging independent, third party advice. 

 
• Respondents had a variety of views on the perceived tendency of Councillors to 

make conservative choices when appointing CEOs.  One respondent explained 
that their council had actively moved away from more “conservative” 
appointments.  Another respondent suggested that the type of CEO appointed 
would depend on the make-up of the council, with conservative councils 
appointing conservative CEOs.  
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• Respondents generally agreed that there was a lower representation of women 
at CEO levels; however they were divided as to whether or not it was an issue 
that needed to be actively addressed.  One respondent felt that the lower 
representation of women Councillors did have an impact on the appointment 
of female CEOs. 

 
• When asked what advice they had for aspiring local government CEOs, all 

respondents mentioned the importance of candidates having the right skills for 
the job, including: 

 
- Financial management skills 

- Up-to-date qualifications  
- Experience in local government 

- Good inter-personal skills 

- A strong character and thick skin. 
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Potential next steps 
 
Analysis of the results of the surveys of both CEOs and potential CEOs, interviews 
with current and past CEOs, Mayors and employment agencies have resulted in the 
identification of a small number of potential next steps LGPro may wish to investigate 
as part of the design of a CEO development program. 
 
There are two basic areas Metropolis Research Pty Ltd has identified as potential next 
steps, relating to CEO development and Mayoral/Councillor support and advice. 
 

CEO development support materials and programs 
 

• Develop training/support materials that will provide potential CEOs with 
guidance regarding what is required to win a CEO role.  This may include: 

 
o Details of the type of experience that is typically looked for in the 

selection process and how aspiring CEOs might go about acquiring that 
experience. 

  
o Information about the decision-making dynamics that are at play when 

Councillors are selecting a new CEO. 
 
• Develop a register of the graduate and postgraduate courses that are most likely 

to assist potential CEOs in winning a CEO role. 
 
• Establish a mentoring program that is available to the CEOs of all Victorian 

Councils.  The focus of this program should be to provide introductions 
between new CEOs and current/retired CEOs who wish to participate in the 
program.   

 
 

Mayoral/Councillor materials and programs 
 

• Develop a program that will provide guidance to Mayors and/or Councillors in 
the selection of a CEO.   

 
• Provide a resource which can provide independent informed advice to Councils 

regarding the recruitment of effective CEOs.  
 
• LGPro is likely to be well placed to develop as a source of independent, 

objective and not-for-profit advice to Councils in this area supporting the 
important role played by employment agencies.   

 


