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Constructive civic discourse is essential to the productivity of government at all levels. Despite its importance, polarization like that 
which exists in politics appears to damage constructive discourse and has brought up the question, what contributes to increasingly 
divisive discourse? This report looks at civic discourse through the opinions of local officials across the urban-rural spectrum to see 
whether the urbanity or rurality of a community is associated with divisive civic discourse. Existing research explains vital differ-
ences in why being urban or rural may contribute to divisiveness. Some of these include polarized political views among residents and 
the mistrust by residents who believe urban areas are more economically prosperous than rural areas. Using MPPS survey data this 
report was able to look at the opinions of municipal officials in both rural and urban jurisdictions to see how they perceive the civic 
discourse throughout their community. The findings suggest that elected officials in urban and rural areas are very similar in how 
they perceive the state of civic discourse, and their status as urban or rural areas may not be associated with growing divisiveness on 
state and local levels.

Key Findings

•	 Urban and rural officials largely agreed on the state of civic discourse in their jurisdictions.

•	 Officials, both urban and rural, tend to feel civic discourse in their jurisdictions is generally positive.

•	 Officials, both urban and rural, tend to believe civic discourse is more positive when they are an active part of the discourse.

•	 Urban areas tend to believe more than rural areas that discourse among residents is growing more divisive.
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Background
There are few periods in American history where divisions throughout government are as prevalent as recent times. On a federal 
level, congress seemingly solely functions through divisiveness. It permeates the federal government not only in action but in their 
civic discourse. Such discourse however is not exclusive to the national government but exists in both state and local governments. 
Some instances of divisiveness in civic discourse on a local level are along the urban-rural spectrum, along the political spectrum, 
and throughout race relations in the US. This paper will analyze civic discourse through the lens of the urban-rural spectrum.

Literature on this topic addresses constructive and divisive civic discourse related to political ideology, geography, economics, 
and government leadership. Each of these factors play into the way policy makers and political scientists perceive the state of civic 
discourse. Most of the research on this topic was found internationally. However, many of these cases are applicable in the United 
States and, more specifically, in Michigan. With a focus on the urban-rural spectrum, the National League of Cities gives a good 
example of the urban-rural divide. It alludes to divisiveness existing in part because of the term “urban” and its association with 
economic prosperity versus “rural” and its association with economic struggle.1 Arguments based on political ideology maintain-
ing this divide are also present within literature. Gimpel and Lay2 state that, “In many big cities, republicans are a tiny minor-
ity, accounting for less than 10 percent of registered voters in many neighborhoods. In rural and small-town areas, the reverse is 
sometimes true, with Democrats being at a severe disadvantage.” In further reading, this polarity is credited as a source of the 
divide seen between urban and rural jurisdictions. In a study that looked at civic discourse for electorates, ideological polarization 
and major party sorting was identified as a likely contributor to significant division over the last 50+ years.3 Much of the research 
conducted points to challenges in civic discourse between urban and rural areas due to how politically segregated the two have 
become. Research largely points out that what many would consider a difference in opinion due to rural versus urban is actually 
a discrepancy in politics. McFarland’s argument diverges from this slightly in that he believes disagreement roots from rhetoric 
that misrepresents constituent needs. This rhetoric categorizes them as economically prosperous or struggling based solely on their 
rural or urban geography, which may not truly reflect their economic needs.

The literature on civic discourse points to challenges between urban and rural areas. Much of it finds that these places have become 
so politically segregated, urban areas largely being democrat and rural areas largely being republican, that this is a discrepancy of 
politics. Where McFarland’s findings differ is that there is a difference in perception of one another’s level of economic prosperity, 
with urban areas being presumed prosperous, and rural areas being presumed struggling. This contributes to division with both 
believing the other is economically better off because of political misrepresentation and economic preconceived notions.

Literature also points to the distrust of citizens toward public officials at higher levels of government as a key driver in their state 
of civic discourse. When considering the opinions of rural citizens, Cramer found that, residents perceived state employees and 
public officials as having urban values and priorities, leading to differences and a lack of respect between residents and these of-
ficials.4 Rural residents also felt public officials make far too much money and do not work as hard as residents who make less. In 
turn residents view elected officials’ high salaries as wasted tax dollars. Civic discourse as a result of rural residents viewing elected 
officials as urban can lead to negative discourse and a greater urban-rural divide. 

This is also seen in international literature. A study from South Africa finds that, “community has lost trust on the municipality 
due to the [mold] of representatives they have.”5 In large part this mistrust can be credited to residents not perceiving equity in 
urban and rural representation. This is also evident in a case from the city of Casey in Australia, a mixed urban-rural jurisdiction, 
where poor relationships between residents and public officials are found to be a result of poor communication. Residents have 
stated that, “they lived in ‘neglected’ communities. In large part, this was due to a sense that the City of Casey does not adequately 
understand local (especially rural) areas and issues.”6 Residents here also felt city officials did not live in the city, analogous with 
Cramer’s observation that rural residents in the US were distrustful of being represented by officials who resided in high govern-
ment positions. 

There is less research on understanding the state of public discourse within a local community. On the one hand there is a gener-
ally divisive view of civic discourse. Research by Paffas suggest that disruptive and divisive behavior is on the rise across all levels 
of government.3 In Rude Politics, Herbst argues the dangers of the declining civility narrative, he claims that incivility has been 
present throughout the history of US politics, and that charging today’s officials and residents to do much better is a difficult 
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undertaking.7 On the other hand, in a report published by the University of Michigan about the functioning of democracy on a lo-
cal level, it was found that “Michigan’s local officials see their communities’ public discourse to be primarily constructive.”8

This paper will add to existing research by gaining a more nuanced understanding of civic discourse at the local level. Using the 
Michigan Public Policy Survey responses by local officials who represent both rural and urban jurisdictions, it will look to see if 
there are any differences in responses based on where communities sit on the urban-rural spectrum. 

Methods
Survey data was used from the Spring 2018 Michigan Public Policy Survey (MPPS) to determine how elected officials across 
Michigan perceived civic discourse in their individual jurisdiction. There were two main types of question responses this research 
focused on, those were descriptions of the relationship between public officials and residents, and descriptions of the relationships 
among residents. Respondents are categorized on a four- point scale across the urban rural spectrum-- Rural (1), Mostly Rural 
(2), Mostly Urban (3), and Urban (4).9 For all questions analyzed in the survey, a cross tabulation analysis was done and weighted 
against the urban-rural categorization of each municipality included in the survey. 

Figure  1
State of Public Discourse Between Jurisdiction’s Elected Officials & 
Residents 
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Discourse Between Elected 
Officials and Residents
The MPPS asked local officials a series of questions about 
the tenor of civic discourse in their jurisdiction, asking 
them to rate it along a 5-point scale from constructive to 
divisive. As shown in Figure 1, a plurality of local officials 
at each point across the rural and urban spectrum indicate 
that the discourse between elected officials and residents is 
positive, and more specifically “Somewhat Constructive”. 
It can also be observed that rural jurisdictions tend to 
believe they are a little more constructive than more urban 
jurisdictions. This is suggested by the greater propor-
tion of more rural survey respondents who described the 
relationships in their jurisdiction as “Very Constructive”. 
Urban respondents were more likely than rural respon-
dents to describe discourse as being “Mixed.” Across the 
political spectrum, very few respondents described their 
discourse between local officials and residents as being 
either Somewhat or Very Divisive.
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Discourse Among Residents
A second question asked local officials how constructive or 
divisive they felt civic discourse was among residents. Results 
suggested that elected officials across the urban-rural spec-
trum again have very similar views. However, they report civic 
discourse among residents to be less positive than elected of-
ficial interactions with residents. This is evident by the plural-
ity of responses being “Mixed”. As shown in Figure 2, 40% of 
rural, 36% of mostly rural, 48% of mostly urban, and 45% of 
urban jurisdictions’ respondents believe discourse is generally 

“Mixed” between constructive and divisive. There is also uni-
formity along the urban-rural spectrum regarding the second 
highest response given, which was “Somewhat Constructive”.

Notably, where there are still relatively few respondents who 
indicate discourse between residents in their jurisdiction 
as “Very Divisive,” there do appear to be additional signs of 
discord. Roughly 10% of local officials report that interactions 
between residents is “Somewhat Divisive,” with slightly higher 
reports of this in more urban areas.

Tone of Discussion Between Elected 
Officials and Residents Compared to 5 
Years Ago
In addition to the questions about the current tone of public 
discourse, a second set of questions asked about local offi-
cials ‘perceptions on how the tone of discussion has changed 
compared to five years ago. Figure 3 suggests that even when 
considering change over five years, officials across the urban 
rural spectrum largely respond similarly. The plurality in the 
data states that tone of discussion between elected officials and 
residents has become “Neither More or Less Civil.” Given that 
most local officials believed the current tone is at least “some-
what constructive,” this is a generally positive sign. Even more 
positive: where local officials do note a change in the tone of 
discourse, more suggested that the tone in 2018 had become 

“Somewhat More Civil” than it was five years prior. Roughly 
equal numbers of local officials said that the conversation 
had become “Significantly more Civil” as said it had become 

“Somewhat Less Civil.” Very few local officials—whether urban 
or rural—noted that the tone of conversation between local of-
ficials and residents had become “Significantly Less Civil.”

 

Figure 2
State of Public Discourse Among Jurisdiction’s Residents 
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Figure 3
Tone of Discussion Between Jurisdiction’s Elected Officials & Residents 
Compared to 5 Years Ago

15%

20%

Completely 
Rural

Mostly
Urban

Mostly
Rural

Completely 
Urban

7%
16%

8%

23%

50%

6% 6%

50%

7%11%

14%

20%

50%

3%

Neither More nor Less Civil 

Significantly Less Civil  

Don't Know

Somewhat Less Civil

Somewhat More Civil

Significantly More Civil  

10%
3%

5%

9%
2%1%

60%

4%

http://www.closup.umich.edu


5

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

Tone of Discussion Among Residents 
Compared to 5 Years Ago
When asked about changes to the tone of discussion among 
residents in recent years, a plurality of local officials at each 
point across the urban-rural spectrum again suggested that 
discourse is “Neither More nor Less Civil” (see Figure 4). 
Pairing this with their response about the current state of 
discourse between residents in a single year (Figure 2), sug-
gests local officials believe tone of discussion among residents 
have been, on average, slightly less constructive than between 
elected officials and residents.

Even more sobering, though, and where differences emerge 
between urban and rural jurisdiction, is looking at those who 
say that the tone among residents has changed in the last 
5 years. In rural and mostly rural jurisdictions, more local 
officials reported increased civility rather than decreased 
civility. By contrast, local officials in mostly urban and urban 
jurisdictions were more likely to say that the tone of discussion 
between residents had become “Somewhat Less Civil” over 
time, than to report it had become more civil. Again, combin-
ing this with data from Figure 2, where local officials in urban 
areas reported slightly less constructive current discourse, this 
suggests that this disparities in the level of civility between 
residents in urban and rural governments may be a relatively 
new phenomenon.

Figure 4
Tone of Discussion Among Jurisdiction’s Residents Compared to 5 Years Ago 
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Conclusion
The findings in this research suggest that elected officials across the urban-rural spectrum think similarly when it comes to civic 
discourse. Much as was found in earlier research,10 local officials tend to find public discourse in their community to be generally 
positive, regardless of whether they represent an urban or rural community. The research presented in this paper adds that while 
there may be indications of declining civic discourse between urban and rural communities nationally, there are no major differ-
ences in how local officials across the urban-rural spectrum view civic discourse within their communities and that most do not 
believe the level of civility has changed. This is particularly true in questions about how local officials perceive the tone of their 
relationships with residents. Across the board, they see more constructive, civic discourse in situations in which they were involved. 
It would be beneficial, perhaps, to compare this to resident perceptions.

Even so, this research did uncover that there are some slight differences depending on rurality or urbanity, particularly related to 
local officials’ perceptions of interactions between residents. While the plurality of local officials across the urban-rural spectrum 
see resident interactions as mixed and stable over time, officials in rural jurisdictions were more likely to report more positive cur-
rent interactions between residents and that interactions had slightly improved over time. In contrast, urban officials were more 
likely to report less constructive interactions, perhaps as a result of declining civility in the last five years. Future research might 
consider the extent to which this is the case. Also, more broadly, future research can look into how statistically significant these 
findings are in terms of contributions of urbanity or rurality to civic discourse, or what outside of whether a place is urban and 
rural may contribute to civic discourse on a local level.

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/michigan-
public-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. 

http://www.closup.umich.edu
https://closup.umich.edu/michigan-public-policy-survey
https://closup.umich.edu/michigan-public-policy-survey
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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)

http://www.closup.umich.edu
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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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