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Digging deeper into local government 
financial practices

GFOA sample
● Nationwide sample compiled 

by Civic Pulse
● N = 497

○ 87% cities/towns/villages
○ 13% counties

● Median population = 10,000

MPPS sample
● Census survey of all 1,856 

general purpose local 
governments in Michigan

● N = 1,321 (71% response rate)
○ 15.6% cities
○ 13.1% villages
○ 66.9% townships
○ 4.5% counties

● Median population = 2,087



Operating budget size



Budget practices of 
Michigan local governments



Does your local government have …

Multi-year operating budget 4.96%

Balance budget policy 57.96%

One-time revenues policy 12.34%

General Fund balance policy 43.31%

Reserve or stabilization account policy 22.43%

Asset inventory policy 32.27%

Debt capacity policy 10.25%

Risk assessment program/policy 17.38%



Which of the following elements are part of long-term planning?

Projections of capital costs 62.94%

Projections of operating costs 69.65%

Projections of revenue 68.07%

Assumptions and/or explanations behind projections 36.54%

Strategies for improving or maintaining financial health 31.46%

Strategies for addressing risks posed by long-term liabilities 28.63%



Current practices vs. 
aspirations



Incremental budgeting vs. current priorities

MPPS Sample:

Mean “current” = 5.82

Mean “should” = 6.43

Mean difference = 0.62



Use of data measures in budgeting
Mean “current” = 5.84

Mean “should” = 6.97

Mean difference = 1.15

Note: 0 = “not at all” 10 = “a great deal” 

Current

Should



Making contingency plans for managing 
budgetary risks

Current

Should

Mean “current” = 5.49

Mean “should” = 6.99

Mean difference = 1.50

Note: 0 = “not at all” 10 = “a great deal” 

 



Conducting regular budget monitoring
Current

Should

Mean “current” = 7.71

Mean “should” = 8.43

Mean difference = 0.70

Note: 0 = “not at all” 10 = “a great deal” 

 



Maintaining transparency throughout the 
budget process

Current

Should

Mean “current” = 8.36

Mean “should” = 8.83

Mean difference = 0.46

Note: 0 = “not at all” 10 = “a great deal” 

 



What characteristics are 
associated with using better 
financial practices?



Index measure of financial sophistication







Next steps: 
Exploring the connection between financial sophistication and 
functioning of democracy

● Robustness checks on subsamples
● Testing models with individual financial practices
● Unpacking “functioning of democracy”

○ Level/type of resident engagement
○ Opportunities for engagement
○ Trust in residents to be “responsible participants”
○ State of discourse among elected officials, between elected officials 

and residents, among residents



Contact and additional information
Stephanie Leiser schmidts@umich.edu

Debra Horner dhorner@umich.edu

Natalie Fitzpatrick nfitzpat@umich.edu 

Michigan Public Policy Survey

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