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In American society, citizen engagement is a manifestation of direct democracy at the local government level. Engaging citizens in their
community can have positive effects on jurisdictions where it is pursued, but the process can also come with its own set of challenges.
Given the current cultural divide between urban and rural areas, this paper seeks to understand the similarities and differences in
citizen engagement across the rural-urban spectrum. In particular, this paper compares how rural and urban jurisdictions view current
citizen engagement participation, the use of formal vs. informal methods for engagement, and the views on what citizen engagement is
for. Findings indicate that current participation trends are similar in both rural and urban areas, but the methods and views of citizen
engagement yield more mixed results.

Key Findings
•

Participation rates in citizen engagement activities, including who participated, were fairly consistent in both rural and urban
areas.

•

When it came to using formal or informal methods for citizen engagement, urban areas were more likely to use formal engagement methods than rural areas, but both rural and urban areas used informal methods.

•

When asked to define citizen engagement, respondents in both rural and urban areas agreed on what those at the governing board
level would think citizen participation is for, but had different responses when it came to what employees would think.
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Background
In American society, citizen engagement is a manifestation of direct democracy at the local government level. More than the
stereotypical idea of public hearings, citizen engagement encompasses a broad array of efforts such as surveys, open houses and
brainstorming sessions, and participatory budgeting meetings, among others.
Citizen engagement can have a positive influence on communities. First, robust citizen engagement tends to lead to better outcomes for communities that adopt these practices. For example, Transparency International, a global non-profit focused on
anti-corruption measures, notes that citizen engagement can lead to positive benefits in anti-corruption and in promoting good
governance.1 It can also lead to positive efforts to bring new ideas to the table. Research from TEPSIE, a research consortium of
European research universities dedicated to social innovation, notes that citizen engagement can bring major social innovations to
the community.2
However, there are also challenges to citizen engagement that can inhibit some of these benefits. Some of these are related to citizens themselves. The Moody College of Communication at the University of Texas-Austin’s list of potential challenges to citizen
engagement includes a “lack of civility,” “lack of civic and political skills,” and “lack of attention to public affairs” as three of five
potential barriers for effective engagement.3 However, barriers to effective citizen engagement can come from failings by the government, as well. For example, a study conducted by SmartCitiesWorld and its partners found that over 50% of cities don’t believe
they do enough to engage citizens—and some of the biggest engagement obstacles they report are that cities cannot deliver what
citizens want, a fear that not enough people will participate, or that costs will be too high for engagement efforts.4
Given the current cultural divides between rural and urban areas, it is possible that these benefits and challenges, and citizen
engagement itself, manifest in different ways between small towns and large cities. As part of this exploration, this paper seeks
to understand and uncover a broad understanding of how citizen engagement differs in rural and urban areas across the state of
Michigan. It considers both participation rates in citizen engagement activities as well as local government officials’ perceptions of
the effectiveness of these activities. Given the great heterogeneity of communities across Michigan—both in terms of their citizenry and in the local governments that serve them—this paper aims to understand whether there is an urban-rural distinction in
citizen engagement.

Methods
The main question this paper seeks to evaluate is how citizen engagement may or may not be influenced by the urbanity or ruralness of an area. This will primarily be evaluated by looking at local government officials’ responses to a series of questions gauging the attitudes, participation, and perceived effectiveness of citizen engagement activities. The data comes from the Fall 2012
Michigan Public Policy Survey (MPPS), in which the majority of the survey was focused on citizen engagement questions. The
selected questions are categorized into three topical areas—the level of participation in citizen engagement activities, the approaches taken towards citizen engagement, and respondent perceptions of the appropriate role of community engagement. The responses
to these questions are analyzed based on the four categories of the jurisdictions according to the U.S. Census: totally rural, mostly
rural, mostly urban, and totally urban.
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Participation in Citizen Engagement
Activities
When it comes to the current state of citizen engagement, one
of the biggest challenges for both urban and rural areas is just
getting people out to participate. However, it is not from a lack
of trying, at least from the respondents’ perspective. Across the
rural-urban spectrum, local officials overwhelmingly agreed
that their jurisdiction gave opportunities for every citizen to
share their voice on issues (see Appendix A). However, when
subsequently asked whether residents participate, most jurisdictions agreed that citizens did not take advantage of the opportunities made available to them. This held across both rural
and urban communities, with 77-82% of the different types of
jurisdictions responding they agree with this statement (see
Figure 1).
This sentiment of non-participation is similarly reflected in
who participates. Rather than bringing in new people, many
local officials say that the same people show up repeatedly.
When asked whether citizen engagement efforts attracted the
same people over and over again, over 70 percent of both urban
and rural communities agreed that was the case, as can be seen
in Figure 2.
These findings are interesting for a few reasons. First, these
responses affirm major concerns identified in both the Moody
Texas citizen engagement guide and the SmartCitiesWorld
study about citizens lacking attention and not showing up to
engage. And while the SmartCitiesWorld study specifically
looked at cities, it appears that the issue of non-participating
citizens also applies to rural areas as well. Second, because
a “vocal minority” tends to show up over and over, decisions
made off of citizen engagement may not reflect majority views.
Third, because these issues with lack of engagement carry
across both the urban and rural spectrum, policies and practices that could encourage more citizens to participate could
potentially benefit all communities, rather than just those in
rural or urban areas.

Figure 1
Agreement/Disagreement that jurisdiction makes opportunities available but
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Figure 2
Agreement/Disagreement that jurisdiction’s engagement efforts mostly
attract the same people over and over
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Formal vs. Informal Engagement
When looking at the approach taken towards engagement, one
of the chief differences between urban and rural communities
was on their use of informal versus formal citizen engagement
efforts. One survey question addressed this issue directly, with
local government officials being asked to answer whether or
not they agreed with the statement: “We don’t need formal
engagement efforts because our local officials already know
what the citizens want.” Jurisdictions on the urban side of the
spectrum disagreed strongly with this idea, with over 70% of
completely urban areas, and about 2/3 of mostly urban areas
somewhat or strongly disagreeing. Among other communities,
however, there was less disagreement with the statement, and
more ambivalence. For example, a plurality (35%) of officials
in completely rural areas neither agreed nor disagree with the
statement.
This split may be linked to the amount of training in citizen engagement that staff are provided. As can be seen in the results
of Figure 4, about a quarter of completely urban areas had staff
that received formal training in citizen engagement, while only
11% of completely rural areas had formal training.
However, just because there is a preference for informal engagement in rural areas does not mean that it is the only place
where informal engagement happens. On the survey, respondents were asked to answer whether they agree or not with
the statement that Some of the best engagement with citizens
happens informally around the community. As seen in Figure
5, the answers to this question were overwhelmingly “strongly
agree” and “somewhat agree,” which totaled about 2/3 of all
respondents. This may not be as surprising in more rural areas,
both because they lean towards informal engagement and
also because people are perhaps more likely to run into other
people they know given lower population density. What was
unexpected is that this trend in agreement towards valuing
informal engagement also held up in urban areas, especially
given that urban jurisdictions disagreed with not needing formal engagement at a higher rate than rural areas. Based on the
data, it appears that both urban and rural areas use informal
engagement efforts in their communities.
These responses indicate a predisposition towards informal
“grassroots” engagement being used in all sorts of communities,
regardless of size. The difference is that urban communities are
more likely to employ formal engagement efforts in addition
to their informal efforts. This overall embrace of informal
citizen engagement across all jurisdictions is important to keep
in mind when evaluating effective policy and how it might be
geared towards formal engagement efforts.
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Figure 3
Agreement/Disagreement that jurisdiction doesn’t need formal engagement
efforts because local officials already know what the citizens want
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Figure 4
Percentage of jurisdictions reporting that personnel recently had formal
training in promoting or managing citizen engagement
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Figure 5
Agreement/Disagreement that best engagement with citizens happens
informally around the community
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The Purpose of Citizen Engagement
The last component of this research considers similarities
and differences in how local government officials viewed the
purpose of citizen engagement. Some communities might see
it as a way for residents to exercise direct democracy, while others might see citizen engagement more as educating participants. The MPPS survey asked two questions about the role
of citizen engagement: the first to understand the views of the
local government board/council, and second to understand
how employees of the jurisdiction see the purpose of citizen
engagement.
Regardless of whether the jurisdiction was rural or urban, respondents largely believe their governing board (i.e., city council or township/village/county board) sees the same purpose in
citizen engagement. As shown in Figure 6, roughly two thirds
of all jurisdictions responded that the elected officials within
their jurisdiction see the main point of citizen engagement was
to have citizens provide input.
When it came to how employees viewed citizen engagement,
responses began to diverge. Figure 7 demonstrates that local
officials in more rural areas similarly believe their employees
see the purpose of citizen engagement is to gather citizen input.
In contrast, however, respondents from completely urban
or mostly urban areas were more likely to report their staffs
had differing purposes in mind. About 40% in urban areas
and 32% in mostly urban areas thought that the employees of
their jurisdiction believed the main role of citizen engagement
was to keep citizens informed, but not necessarily have them
provide input.

Figure 6
The Majority of the Jurisdiction Council/Board believe the role of citizen
engagement is to…
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Figure 7
The Majority of the Jurisdiction Employees believe the role of citizen
engagement is to…
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These findings are important for a couple of reasons. First,
this points to potential functional differences between urban
and rural areas when it comes to community engagement. It
may be that given their size or other factors, urban areas need
citizen engagement to simply alert the populace, whereas word
spreads through other means in rural areas given there are
smaller populations to inform. The second reason these findings are important is that they show potential disconnects between officials and employees in urban areas, perhaps pointing
to tension between the two groups. They suggest that there may
need to be more dialogue and planning between both groups
to employ quality citizen engagement.
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Conclusion
Despite the narratives about an “urban-rural divide,” this research finds that, on the issue of citizen engagement, there are more
similarities than differences. These similarities included local officials’ perceptions of participation in citizen engagement activities, the usage of informal engagement methods, and that their boards/councils similarly view engagement as an opportunity for
citizens to provide input into the policymaking process. There were some differences, although they were usually additions rather
than fundamental base differences. One such example is how urban areas utilized formal engagement more heavily, but that it
did not appear to be in lieu of informal engagement but supplemental to it. Overall, the preponderance of similarities suggest that
strategies to employ and bolster citizen engagement could benefit both urban and rural areas.

Survey Background and Methodology
The MPPS is an ongoing survey program, interviewing the leaders of Michigan’s 1,856 units of general purpose local government. Surveys are conducted
each spring (and prior to 2018, were also conducted each fall). The program has covered a wide range of policy topics, and includes longitudinal tracking data
on “core” fiscal, budgetary and operational policy questions and designed to build-up a multi-year time-series.
Detailed tables of the data analyzed in this report broken down three ways—by jurisdiction type (county, city, township, or village), by population size of the
respondent’s community, and by the region of the respondent’s jurisdiction—are available online at the MPPS homepage: https://closup.umich.edu/michiganpublic-policy-survey.
The survey responses presented here are those of local Michigan officials, while further analysis represents the views of the authors. Neither necessarily
reflects the views of the University of Michigan, or of other partners in the MPPS.

6

www.closup.umich.edu

The Functioning of Democracy Across the Urban-Rural Spectrum Student Paper Series

Appendix A
Agreement/Disagreement that any citizen who wants to express an opinion has the chance to do so
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Previous MPPS reports
Michigan local leaders’ views on state’s new approach to electoral redistricting (February 2021)
COVID-19 pandemic sparks Michigan local leaders’ concerns for fiscal health (December 2020)
The functioning of democracy at the local level: a compendium of findings from the Michigan Public Policy Survey of local leaders (December 2020)
Energy Issues and Policies in Michigan Local Governments (October 2020)
Michigan local leaders expect increased challenges for the 2020 election, but are confident about administering accurate elections (October 2020)
Michigan Local Energy Survey (MiLES): Intergovernmental collaboration on sustainability and energy issues among Michigan
local governments (September 2020)
Confidence in the accuracy of Michigan’s 2020 Census count among local leaders was not very high, slips further (August 2020)
Michigan local leaders expect mixed impacts from expanded voter registration and absentee voting reforms (July 2020)
Local leaders’ evaluations of Michigan’s direction and Governor’s performance during the COVID-19 pandemic’s arrival (July 2020)
The initial impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on Michigan communities and local governments (June 2020)
Energy policies and environmental leadership among Michigan’s local governments (January 2020)
Mixed signals continue for Michigan local governments’ fiscal health, while future outlooks worsen (December 2019)
Michigan local officials’ views on the next recession: timing, concerns, and actions taken (October 2019)
Michigan local government preparations and concerns regarding the 2020 U.S. Census (September 2019)
New Governor, new evaluations of the direction Michigan is headed among local leaders (August 2019)
Positive working relationships reported among Michigan’s local elected officials (June 2019)
Community poverty and the struggle to make ends meet in Michigan, according to local government leaders (March 2019)
The state of community civic discourse, according to Michigan’s local government leaders (December 2018)
Despite sustained economic growth, Michigan local government fiscal health still lags (November 2018)
Michigan local government leaders’ views on medical and recreational marijuana (September 2018)
Rising confidence in Michigan’s direction among local leaders, but partisan differences remain (July 2018)
Michigan local government officials weigh in on housing shortages and related issues (June 2018)
Approaches to land use planning and zoning among Michigan’s local governments (May 2018)
Workforce issues and challenges for Michigan’s local governments (January 2018)
Local leaders’ views on elections in Michigan: accuracy, problems, and reform options (November 2017)
Michigan local government officials report complex mix of improvement and decline in fiscal health, but with overall trend moving slowly upward
(October 2017)
Michigan local leaders want their citizens to play a larger role in policymaking, but report declining engagement (August 2017)
Michigan local leaders’ views on state preemption and how to share policy authority (June 2017)
Improving communication, building trust are seen as keys to fixing relationships between local jurisdictions and the State government (May 2017)
Local leaders more likely to support than oppose Michigan’s Emergency Manager law, but strongly favor reforms (February 2017)
Local government leaders’ views on drinking water and water supply infrastructure in Michigan communities (November 2016)
Michigan local leaders say property tax appeals are common, disagree with ‘dark stores’ assessing (October 2016)
Local officials say Michigan’s system of funding local government is broken, and seek State action to fix it (September 2016)
Michigan local governments report first declines in fiscal health trend since 2010 (August 2016)
Michigan local leaders’ doubts continue regarding the state’s direction (July 2016)
Hospital access primary emergency medical concern among many Michigan local officials (July 2016)
Firefighting services in Michigan: challenges and approaches among local governments (June 2016)
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Most local officials are satisfied with law enforcement services, but almost half from largest jurisdictions say their funding is insufficient (April 2016)
Local leaders say police-community relations are good throughout Michigan, but those in large cities are concerned about potential civil unrest
over police use-of-force (February 2016)
Report: Responding to budget surplus vs. deficit: the preferences of Michigan’s local leaders and citizens (December 2015)
Michigan’s local leaders concerned about retiree health care costs and their governments’ ability to meet future obligations (October 2015)
Fiscal health rated relatively good for most jurisdictions, but improvement slows and decline continues for many (September 2015)
Confidence in Michigan’s direction declines among state’s local leaders (August 2015)
Michigan local government leaders’ views on private roads (July 2015)
Few Michigan jurisdictions have adopted Complete Streets policies, though many see potential benefits (June 2015)
Michigan local leaders have positive views on relationships with county road agencies, despite some concerns (May 2015)
Michigan local government leaders say transit services are important, but lack of funding discourages their development (April 2015)
Michigan local leaders see need for state and local ethics reform (March 2015)
Local leaders say Michigan road funding needs major increase, but lack consensus on options that would raise the most revenue (February 2015)
Michigan local government leaders’ views on employee pay and benefits (January 2015)
Despite increasingly formal financial management, relatively few Michigan local governments have adopted recommended policies (December
2014)
Most Michigan local officials are satisfied with their privatized services, but few seek to expand further (November 2014)
Michigan local governments finally pass fiscal health tipping point overall, but one in four still report decline (October 2014)
Beyond the coast, a tenuous relationship between Michigan local governments and the Great Lakes (September 2014)
Confidence in Michigan’s direction holds steady among state’s local leaders (August 2014)
Wind power as a community issue in Michigan (July 2014)
Fracking as a community issue in Michigan (June 2014)
The impact of tax-exempt properties on Michigan local governments (March 2014)
Michigan’s local leaders generally support Detroit bankruptcy filing despite some concerns (February 2014)
Michigan local governments increasingly pursue placemaking for economic development (January 2014)
Views on right-to-work legislation among Michigan’s local government leaders (December 2013)
Michigan local governments continue seeking, and receiving, union concessions (October 2013)
Michigan local government fiscal health continues gradual improvement, but smallest jurisdictions lagging (September 2013)
Local leaders evaluate state policymaker performance and whether Michigan is on the right track (August 2013)
Trust in government among Michigan’s local leaders and citizens (July 2013)
Citizen engagement in the view of Michigan’s local government leaders (May 2013)
Beyond trust in government: government trust in citizens? (March 2013)
Local leaders support reforming Michigan’s system of funding local government (January 2013)
Local leaders support eliminating Michigan’s Personal Property Tax if funds are replaced, but distrust state follow-through (November 2012)
Michigan’s local leaders satisfied with union negotiations (October 2012)
Michigan’s local leaders are divided over the state’s emergency manager law (September 2012)
Fiscal stress continues for hundreds of Michigan jurisdictions, but conditions trend in positive direction overall (September 2012)
Michigan’s local leaders more positive about Governor Snyder’s performance, more optimistic about the state’s direction (July 2012)
Data-driven decision-making in Michigan local government (June 2012)
State funding incentives increase local collaboration, but also raise concerns (March 2012)
Local officials react to state policy innovation tying revenue sharing to dashboards and incentive funding (January 2012)
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MPPS finds fiscal health continues to decline across the state, though some negative trends eased in 2011 (October 2011)
Public sector unions in Michigan: their presence and impact according to local government leaders (August 2011)
Despite increased approval of state government performance, Michigan’s local leaders are concerned about the state’s direction (August 2011)
Local government and environmental leadership: views of Michigan’s local leaders (July 2011)
Local leaders are mostly positive about intergovernmental cooperation and look to expand efforts (March 2011)
Local government leaders say most employees are not overpaid, though some benefits may be too generous (February 2011)
Local government leaders say economic gardening can help grow their economies (November 2010)
Local governments struggle to cope with fiscal, service, and staffing pressures (August 2010)
Michigan local governments actively promote U.S. Census participation (August 2010)
Fiscal stimulus package mostly ineffective for local economies (May 2010)
Fall 2009 key findings report: educational, economic, and workforce development issues at the local level (April 2010)
Local government officials give low marks to the performance of state officials and report low trust in Lansing (March 2010)
Local government fiscal and economic development issues (October 2009)

All MPPS reports are available online at: http://closup.umich.edu/mpps-publications
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