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ABOUT THE BUSH SCHOOL OF GOVERNMENT  
 

The Bush School of Government and Public Service was founded in 1997 and has since 

become a recognized institution for the studies of public and international affairs. The Bush 

School is a part of Texas A&M University and is named for the 41st President of the United 

States, George H.W. Bush. The schoolôs guiding philosophy is based on the motivating belief of 

President Bush that public service is a noble calling. This philosophy permeates the schoolôs 

curriculum, research, and mission. The mission of the Bush School has three main components. 

The first component is to cultivate principled leaders. The Bush School works to reinforce the 

commitment to public service among its students both in and out of the classroom. The second 

component is to promote research through research institutes. This serves to enhance the student 

experience, while also contributing to the broader fields of public administration and 

international affairs. The third component is to give back to the community through public 

service. President Bush has often said, ña successful life, by definition includes service to 

others.ò This is shown by the studentsô commitment and participation in public service projects, 

as well as their field of study. In order to realize this mission, the Bush School offers a Master of 

Public Service Administration (MPSA) and a Master of International Affairs.  

 

While both degrees are designed to prepare students to become public servants, the 

curriculum of the MPSA program emphasizes the public and nonprofit sectors. The Master of 

Public Service Administration degree is a two-year program with a requirement of 48 credit 

hours. The curriculum consists of seven required courses meant to give students the necessary 

knowledge of management, policy analysis, and research. Students are also required to complete 

an internship in the summer between their first and second years, unless they possess meaningful 

and relevant professional experience. During their time at the Bush School, students are prepared 

to deal with the challenges presented when serving the public. 

 

In the second year, students are required to complete a Capstone project. This project serves as a 

way for students to apply their acquired knowledge and solve a problem or address needs of 

various clients. Students often work with or for different government agencies or nonprofit 

organizations. The Capstone project is intended to evaluate how the student uses the skills and 

knowledge they have learned during their studies and involves months of research, writing, and 

analysis.  
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Executive Summary 
 

The National Municipal Performance Index (NMPI) seeks to assess the level of 

transparency between local governments and their citizens of every municipality1 in the United 

States with a population of 100,000 and above. The index developed reflects the extent to which 

cities made their best practices transparent for citizens via their websites.  

 

While many varying definitions of transparency exist, this project chose the following 

definition: ñthe extent of a governmentôs online information provision regarding internal work, 

decision-making processes, and proceduresò (van der Meer, Gelders, and Rotthier 2014). 

Transparency in government is key to having an informed citizenry. By utilizing available 

technology, governments can easily provide useful information to citizens. This access to 

information can serve to empower citizens and result in a perception of more trustworthy 

government (Halachmi & Greiling 2013). A study found that 82% of U.S. Internet users visit 

government websites to obtain information or to complete a transaction (Smith 2010). However, 

citizens may not have the tools necessary to ensure that their government is providing pertinent 

information. 

       

In order to provide a tool for citizens to evaluate their local governments, the Municipal 

Performance Index (MPI) of 2013 was the first iteration of the Good Governance Project (GGP), 

which focuses on transparency in local government. Pewôs Grading the States served as the 

foundation for this project. The NMPI expanded upon the MPI, which focused on the 217 largest 

cities in Texas, by examining the 272 largest cities in the U.S.  

 

The report focuses on the following research questions: 

 

¶ How well are cities communicating their use of the best practices to citizens via their 

websites?  

 

¶ To what extent are cities utilizing emerging innovations in information and 

communications technology (ICT) to influence transparency via their websites? 

 

This project seeks to accomplish three goals: present the performance of cities, increase the 

accountability of government, and promote civic engagement. The first goal is to inform both 

citizens and city administrators of their cityôs performance. In doing so, citizens can compare 

their cityôs performance to neighboring cities and administrators can improve their own city by 

expanding their use of best practices in the areas in which they received a lower score. 

 

                                                      
1 Throughout this report, the terms ñmunicipalityò and ñcityò are interchangeable terms, but we recognize that these 

entities are not the same. Further, some governments in this study sample may fall into the category of ñtownsò but 

we refer to all as ñcity or municipality.ò 
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Another goal of this project is to increase citizensô ability to hold their local governments 

accountable. When citizens are aware of government practices, through the transparent provision 

of information, they have increased opportunities to control and be involved in their government. 

This resulting accountability can also increase trust in government, as it allows citizens to have 

access to data and information that helps them better work with government and perhaps even 

challenge the decision-making process.  

 

The final goal of this project is to inform citizens of how this index can help them engage 

with their city. The Internet opened a new arena for interaction between governments and 

citizens, as it not only provides more efficient and cooperative interaction, but more efficient 

service delivery and transaction activities. Transparency works toward changing the traditional 

passive role of citizens to an active one, as the information provided can create a useful dialogue 

for government and citizen. 

 

One theme unfolding from this study is an increasing reliance on the part of cities to adopt 

emerging technologies that contribute to their transparency. The addition of Information and 

Communications Technology to the index allows for the exploration of how governments 

provide access to information using Internet based platforms, such as social media and apps.  

 

Overall, this study found that cities are moving towards greater transparency, with 

approximately half of the cities in the NMPI performing at or above average indexed scores. This 

indicates that cities are not only implementing best practices in transparency, but that they are 

also communicating this to citizens via their websites. In addition, the NMPI sought to isolate 

and identify factors that may help explain why certain cities choose to engage in this process of 

transparency. The indexed scores were regressed against several secondary variables such as 

population size, budget per capita, educational attainment in an attempt to account for the 

variance in scores.  

 

The projectôs findings will be available on the GGPôs website 

(TheGoodGovernanceProject.com) allowing stakeholders in local government to interact with 

the NMPIôs data. It is the hope of the GGP that making the data and findings available will begin 

a dialogue between citizens and local officials to strengthen and transform democracy at the 

municipal level.  

 

 

http://www.thegoodgovernanceproject.com/
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Narrative Background 
 

The image of the traditional city hall 

has undergone a transformation with the 

proliferation and adoption of information 

and communications technology (ICT) in 

the public sector. City hall is no longer 

solely a physical space for citizens to engage 

in public participation ï it is digitalized and 

online.  

How local governments utilize these 

online spaces to engage its citizens varies 

widely, a finding the 2013 Municipal 

Performance Index (MPI) reported in the 

foundational iteration of the Good 

Governance Project (GGP). The GGP ñseeks 

to educate the public about transparency and 

equip citizens with tools that can be used to 

increase governmental accountability and 

transform democracyò (The Good 

Governance Project 2016).  

The MPI focused on evaluating the 

presence of best practices that convey 

government information on government 

websites in 217 Texas cities with a 

population above 10,000. This National 

Municipal Performance Index (NMPI) 

refined the methodologies of the MPI--itself 

borrowed from Pewôs Grading the States 

project--for a nationwide approach in an 

attempt to paint a portrait of how cities are 

adopting innovations in ICT to engage in 

transparency with its citizens. By evaluating 

272 cities with a population of 100,000 or 

above, this index is an innovation in 

transparency reporting.  

No other index providing this 

information is accessible to citizens, and as 

governments turn to technology to provide 

information to citizens, this index can serve 

as a benchmark for the best practices in 

place regarding municipal transparency.  

 

While varying definitions of 

transparency exist, this project chose the 

following: transparency is ñthe extent of a 

governmentôs online information provision 

regarding internal work, decision-making 

processes, and proceduresò (van der Meer, 

Gelders, and Rotthier 2014).  

Citizens demand information 

transparency (Piotrowski and van Ryzin 

2007) as well as the ability to hold 

governments accountable (Callahan 2007). 

Transparency promotes accountability with 

its ability to inform citizens about 

government activities, allowing them to 

ñobserve and understand what is going on in 

the government as well as improves the 

boundaries between citizens and state and 

open up governmental processes for greater 

scrutinyò (Lowatcharin and Menifield 

2015).  

This index also provides citizens and 

city officials with the opportunity to see 

their cityôs performance and compare it to 

neighboring areas. By providing citizens 

with this information, this index helps open 

a dialogue between governments and 

citizens, which can increase engagement. 

Rather than a city-grading tool, the NMPI is 

a tool that can help promote civic 

engagement, provide a mechanism by which 

to gauge municipal transparency 

performance, and endow citizens with the 

requisite knowledge to be able to hold 

decision makers in local government 

accountable.  

 

Citizens increasingly use the Internet 

to interact with their governments. 

According to a 2010 study conducted by 

Pew, 82% of respondents indicated they 

used the Internet to search for information or 

complete a transaction on a government 

website within the last 12 months (Smith 

2010). In addition, a majority of Internet 
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users surveyed preferred to contact their 

government through online methods, 

including web and email. Additionally, 87% 

of respondents stated that providing general 

information to the public on government 

websites was either very important or 

somewhat important. With 84% of 

respondents stating that allowing people to 

complete tasks online was very important or 

somewhat important, it is apparent that 

websites are an integral place for citizens to 

interact with their government.  

These findings further highlight the 

demand for governments to provide citizens 

an online means to access information and 

execute transactions, such as paying a fine 

or applying for a recreational license. An 

expected increase in demand follows as the 

percentage of Americans who use the 

internet continues to rise (Perrin and Duggan 

2015).  

 

In a typical U.S. city with a 

population above 100,000 residents can and 

should expect their local governments to 

provide them with a baseline of information, 

or benchmark practices, allowing for a 

minimum level of transparency. Refer to the 

methodology and best practices sections of 

this report for the benchmarks.  

For instance, citizens engaging in the 

digital city hall in a typical city have a 

reasonable expectation to be able locate 

information quickly pertaining to their cityôs 

budget formulation process and see 

meaningful attempts on the cityôs behalf to 

engage the citizenry in it. Likewise, 

residents in this city can monitor the process 

and progress of its capital projects and other 

infrastructure related investments. How 

local governments allocate resources in their 

budgets based upon predetermined levels of 

performance on a department-by-department 

basis should be available to citizens via its 

budget.  

Not only has city hall gone online, 

but government services have too as citizens 

now have the expectation to be able to 

request a wide variety of services straight 

from their municipal website such as paying 

utility bills or requesting a pothole be fixed 

on their street.  

 

While the portrait of transparency 

still varies greatly from city to city, 

examining cities collectively can help 

citizens, public officials, researchers, and the 

like to understand and assess the state of 

transparency in a typical U.S. city. The 

original MPI report noted that, ñit is unclear 

if [citizens] have the tools or knowledge to 

evaluate how well their cities are 

performingò (Brown et. al 2013, 8). Taken 

together, the MPI and NMPI have 

empowered citizens to do just that.  

 

The NMPI, embodying the spirit of 

the MPI, provides a snapshot of what 

information was available in all U.S. cities 

with populations above a 100,000 during the 

data collection time, from December 2015 to 

January 2016. Results of the index are 

available online at  

TheGoodGovernanceProject.com.  

The website brings the utility of the 

NMPI to life, wherein local government 

stakeholders can search through the 

projectôs findings in order to assess and 

compare city performance across all 

variables groups and draw meaningful 

conclusions as to the state of transparency in 

cities nationwide. It is encouraged that 

citizens and city officials alike interact with 

the projectôs findings to refine this portrait 

of transparency. 
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Methodology 
 

 Considering the citizen perspective 

was the most important aspect during 

construction of the NMPIôs methodology. 

The literature review highlights best 

practices governments should implement 

when making information transparent to 

citizens. An in-depth discussion of the sub-

variables, representing best practices and the 

supporting literature will be later in this 

section. Researchers for the NMPI 

implemented a 3-click rule to ensure that 

coders engaged with city websites as an 

average citizen would, as well as a coding 

scale to describe the presence of sub-

variables.  

 

Intercoder reliability, established by pilot 

studies and a codebook, ensures the validity 

and reliability of the collected data. The 

methodology utilized in this project, 

identified in the following sections, created 

a resulting index that is both informative and 

reliable. Using a specified coding method 

and period detailed in this section, coders 

visited the websites of the 272 

municipalities with populations of at least 

100,0002, and searched for evidence meeting 

the definition of the sub-variables.  

 

Literature Review 
 

The following section details the literature 

used to construct the 23 sub-variables in the 

codebook. The literature review served two 

purposes: to identify the best practices of 

government transparency and the 

corresponding key terms to aid researchers 

in data collection. The sub-variables are 

                                                      
2  These populations are according to the 2010 U.S. 

Census. 

 

broken into five variable groups and each 

sub-variable explanation includes the 

definition and a literature review. Adding 

the fifth variable group, Information and 

Communications Technology, captures the 

emerging category of sub-variables related 

to the most current innovations 

municipalities use to communicate 

government processes and information with 

citizens. Researchers did not judge the 

quality of information available on a cityôs 

website, only the presence of the sub-

variables. The literature citations are in 

Appendix C of this report. 

The Information Variable Group  

 The Information variable group 

captures the accessibility, amount of 

information provided to citizens, and how 

governments are choosing to communicate 

this information. These sub-variables 

represent the best practices regarding 

information available to citizens and allow 

access to a cityôs goals, performance, and 

available city services. Five sub-variables 

comprise this group: Strategic Direction, 

Performance-Based Budgeting, Digital 

Democracy, Digital Governance, and 

Performance Measurement Dashboards.     

Strategic Direction 

Definition: A strategic plan, general plan, or 

comprehensive plan needs to be available in 

its entirety on the city website that 

highlights major strategies, goals, policies 

and other initiatives from a citywide 

perspective. Citizen involvement is part of 

the development process. 

 

Literature Review: Strategic planning is the 

process of developing a long-term plan to 

guide an organization towards its mission 

and goals (Poister and Streib 2005). In local 

governments, a strategic plan outlines the 

cityôs goals related to economic, social, and 
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environmental development and identifies 

specific strategies to achieve the 

communityôs future vision (Kaufman and 

Jacobs 1987). Including public participation 

in the planning process helps municipal 

governments identify community issues to 

include in the strategic plan (Broady, 

Godschalk, and Burb 2003). Incorporating 

public participation enriches the cityôs 

strategic plan by including multiple 

perspectives (Broady, Godschalk, and Burb 

2003).   

Performance-Based Budgeting 

Definition: Performance measures for 

departments are located and present in the 

annual budget document for the city, linking 

department performance to budget 

allocations. 

 

Literature Review: Public managers 

incorporate Performance-Based Budgeting 

(PBB) into the budget process to identify the 

ñbenefits of public expenditure,ò including 

the processes, outputs, and impacts each 

expenditure has in the community (McGill 

2001). PBB focuses on quantifying the 

relationship between money the government 

spends and the results of that spending 

(McGill 2001), which will assist in the fund 

allocation in the budget (Melkers and 

Willoughby 2005).  

Performance Measurement Dashboard  

Definition: A performance dashboard is a 

tool located on a cityôs website that 

discloses up to date and easily interpreted 

information supported by a data source.  

 

Literature Review: Performance dashboards 

are ñvisual displays of the most important 

information needed to achieve one or more 

objectivesò and these dashboards simplify 

performance reporting by disclosing 

ñmeaningful, current, and easily interpreted 

dataò (Ganapati 2011; Gorcester and Reinke 

2007). Performance dashboards provide 

management and citizens with ñoperating 

targets and a means of tracking progress 

towards those targets in order to increase 

management accountabilityò (Edwards and 

Thomas 2005). Measures presented in these 

performance dashboards show the direction 

of performance trends and targets, such as 

improvement or decline, rather than solely 

focusing on attainment and ratings of 

measures (Ganapati 2011).   

Digital Democracy 

Definition: The city website has information 

about ways for citizens to provide input into 

the cityôs decisions.  

 

Literature Review: Digital Democracy 

occurs when cities provide a way for 

citizens to engage in the decision-making 

process of city government through the 

Internet. This includes posting agendas and 

meeting notes for the city council, other city 

departments, and commissions, uploading 

videos of these meetings, and establishing 

structures for meaningful feedback. Citizen 

involvement in government decision-making 

improves government performance, decision 

legitimacy, citizen responsiveness, and trust 

in government (Yang & Callahan 2005). 

Concerning transparency, digital democracy 

provides visible evidence of government 

proceedings in order to incorporate citizen 

input into the policy-making process. As a 

result, cities can become more efficient and 

develop a more satisfied citizenry (Nour, 

Rahman, and Fadlalla 2008). 

Digital Governance 

Definition: The city website has a central 

location from which to request a broad range 

of city services. 
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Literature Review: Digital Governance is 

the provision of services, information, and 

communication through online or 

technological tools (Moon 2002). The core 

values of digital governance include 

accountability, efficiency, transparency, and 

service quality, which increases using these 

tools (Nour, Rahman, and Fadlalla 2008). 

As services and citizen engagement move 

online, improvement manifests through the 

ease of access to services, through online 

tools, and through increased efficiency 

(Nour, Rahman, and Fadlalla 2008). 

Municipalities have expanded into digital 

governance as a way to cut costs, increase 

response time, as well as further engage 

their citizens (Moon 2002).  

The Money Variable Group 

The Money variable group analyzes 

the extent to which municipalities share 

information about their budgets, financial 

plans, and contracts through financial 

documents. Using a variety of funds to 

provide services, cities face the task to do so 

efficiently and effectively. Because of this, it 

is important that a city manage these funds 

appropriately, from long-term forecasting to 

contracting with vendors for services. Six 

sub-variables comprise this group: Long-

Term Outlook, Budget Process, Structural 

Balance, Financial Controls/Reporting, 

Contracting/Purchasing, and Procurement 

Accountability.   

Long-Term Outlook 

Definition: The municipality utilizes a long-

term, strategic financial outlook that uses a 

multi-year projection and a related narrative 

to methodically plan. 

  

Literature Review: The annual budget 

process occurs in a short-term setting. 

However, budget items like capital projects, 

maintenance operations, and debt service 

carry long-term commitments that, if left 

unaccounted for in an annual budget, can 

cause deficits. In light of this, cities ought to 

utilize long-term forecasting techniques to 

either give them time to meet future budget 

obligations or to avoid new pledges that 

cannot be filled (Bahl & Schroeder 1984; 

Hendrick 2006). 

Budget Process 

Definition: The budget process is 

transparent, either as part of the budget or as 

a stand-alone document. Additionally, the 

budget process includes an opportunity for 

gathering meaningful citizen input, such as 

public hearings, planning sessions or budget 

workshops.  

 

Literature Review: Critics have questioned 

municipal budgeting in the past for its 

inability to incorporate citizensô input 

(Marlowe and Portillo 2006). Because of 

this, local governments are improving their 

efforts to collect, analyze, and include 

citizen input when allocating resources 

(Marlowe and Portillo 2006). Municipalities 

seek citizen input through budget hearings 

and meetings, as well as improved citizen 

access to financial information, such as 

budget documents (Marlowe and Portillo 

2006). By improving their efforts to involve 

citizens in the resource allocation process, 

governments promote transparency and 

accountability (Marlowe and Portillo 2006). 

Citizen involvement within government, 

including the budget process, can improve 

government performance, citizen 

responsiveness, and trust in government 

(Yang and Callahan 2005).  

Structural Balance 

Definition: The cityôs adopted budget 

document shows evidence that the city is 

spending within its means (i.e. revenues 
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equal or exceed expenditures), or evidence 

of a reserve fund to help balance the budget. 

  

Literature Review: Fiscal sustainability is 

the governmentôs ability to meet current 

program commitments with existing 

resources, without defaulting on current or 

future expenditures (National Advisory 

Council 1999). Achieving fiscal 

sustainability requires a government to 

balance its revenues and expenditures to 

maintain a balanced budget. In addition to 

balancing a budget, public officials must 

disclose information if a deviation from a 

balanced operating budget occurs (National 

Advisory Council 1999). If a city faces 

default, it may use a reserve fund to help 

maintain budget balance. Reserve funds 

assist cities with sudden expenditures or 

shortage of reserves (Ward & Dadavan 

2009). They are also useful indicators that 

financial managers at the municipal level are 

ñsupporting structural balanceò between 

what the cities spend and collect (Wolkoff 

1987). 

Contracting/Purchasing 

Definition: The city website contains a 

systematic plan/policy for managing and 

maintaining contracts. In addition, the city 

website may contain a link that sends 

vendors to an external portal contracted by 

the city. Vendors may apply and bid for 

contracts with the city through these portals. 

  

Literature Review: Pressure resulting from 

budget reductions has forced city officials to 

produce more with less. In response, these 

officials have shifted towards contracting 

with private entities in forming 

public/private partnerships (Warner and 

Hefetz 2008). These partnerships result in 

higher efficiency and lower spending which 

benefits a city (Boyne 1998). To ensure 

these benefits, city officials must also 

maintain a high level of involvement and 

accountability in monitoring these contracts. 

These challenges require a dynamic 

managing style from the public sector to 

shift focus towards promoting partnerships 

and collaboration instead of competition for 

contracts. Municipal contracts should 

incorporate processes to assess feasibility, 

likelihood of implementation, and project 

evaluation to achieve the maximum 

efficiency from contracting out a public 

service (Brown and Potoski 2003).  

Procurement Accountability 

Definition: Citizens should be able to view 

contracts awarded or open check registers in 

order to determine who to hold accountable 

for the services provided. This ensures 

transparency and accountability in the 

contracting/purchasing process. 

 

Literature Review: Purchasing managers are 

accountable to citizens for the decisions they 

make (Gelderman 2015). The shift toward 

contracting out services to private vendors 

developed as a way to promote efficiency 

and better align managerial and city 

objectives with existing citizen concerns 

(Hefetz and Warner 2012). Utilizing 

accountability measures in purchasing or 

procurement such as vendor lists, or 

accessibility to awarded bids, ensures that 

the citizens can find out who is responsible 

for specific service provisions. Public 

procurement is characterized by ñhigh levels 

of public disclosure,ò meaning that citizens 

should have access to information about 

procurement and awarded contracts (McCue 

et al 2015). Allowing citizens the 

opportunity to learn about procurement and 

current contracts ensures that public 

managers are balancing service delivery 

concerns with the best interests of the 

citizens (Hefetz and Warner 2012).  
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Financial Controls/Reporting 

Definition: The city website contains 

reliable and accessible documents for 

reporting financial performance and other 

budgetary information AND has a system in 

place to ensure financial accountability. 

  

Literature Review: Performance reporting 

systems improve accountability and 

effectiveness in government entities. 

Financial performance reporting allows 

citizens and city employees to assess a 

governmentôs finances and how to assess the 

results being achieved (Beckett-Camarata 

2009). However, one may view financial 

reports containing information on 

performance from an audited report as more 

reliable than self-reported financial 

statements from local governments (Beckett-

Camarata 2009). By utilizing performance 

reporting, such as a Comprehensive Annual 

Financial Report (CAFR), governments are 

providing citizens with useful financial 

information, as well as fostering an 

environment of communication (Chan 

1981). This environment is a necessary 

foundation for improved accountability and 

effectiveness in government service 

provision.  

The Infrastructure Variable Group  

The Infrastructure variable group 

measures how well cities communicate 

planning for and progress of capital projects. 

Additionally, it captures whether cities 

report their collaboration with neighboring 

municipalities and broader planning 

organizations. Capital projects are 

expensive, thus cities hold responsibility 

with managing public resources effectively 

to ensure the completion of infrastructure 

projects to increase citizensô standard of 

living. Four sub-variables comprise this 

group: Intergovernmental Coordination, 

Capital Planning, Project Monitoring, and 

Maintenance.   

Intergovernmental Coordination 

Definition: The city has a link to its 

metropolitan planning organization (MPO) 

website or other planning body on its 

website or public works page.  

  

Literature Review: Intergovernmental 

coordination is the act of different 

governmental bodies working together in 

order to deliver a service or complete a 

project. Local governments coordinate at a 

variety of levels, but coordination between 

local governments or a local government 

and the state is often the link to norms of 

reciprocity and economic benefit rather than 

necessity (Thurmaier & Wood 2002).  

Municipalities work together in order 

to share services and cut costs, as well as to 

incite similar behavior in the future 

(Thurmaier & Wood 2002). Infrastructure 

projects require increased coordination 

between governments, due to the size and 

scope of projects, as well as the fact that a 

project will rarely only serve one 

municipality or local government. 

Intergovernmental coordination helps to 

alleviate collective action problems and 

governmental fragmentation, which often 

hamper local government efforts to build 

and grow their infrastructure (Wood 2006).  

The literature suggests that the main 

organizations involved in the planning 

process for infrastructure-related projects 

include regional planning authorities, other 

local governments, and departments of 

transportation at the state level (Henry et al 

2010). Metropolitan Planning Organizations 

(MPO) and Council of Governments (COG) 

have the explicit goal of promoting 

coordination between local governments in a 

region and often help form these cooperation 

networks (Henry et al 2010). While state 
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level actors play an active role in 

implementing these regional partnerships or 

processes (Henry et al 2010).  

Capital Planning 

Definition: The city has established long-

term capital goals in the form of a capital 

improvement plan that forecasts expected 

revenues and expenditures in addition to a 

list of capital projects that the city plans to 

initiate in the future.  

  

Literature Review: Capital planning is the 

process of determining budgetary resources 

for future capital investments. This 

procedure is critical for any city in 

managing their financial system. During 

periods of reduced financial support for 

capital projects, cities must focus on capital 

management to produce an effective capital 

improvement plan (Ammar, Duncombe & 

Wright 2002). Effective capital 

improvement plans include a list of planned 

projects over a four-to six-year period, 

justification for the projects, and an 

explanation of the capital budgeting process 

through a userôs guide (Ammar, Duncombe, 

and Wright 2002). 

The purpose of the capital plan is to 

demonstrate how the city will provide for 

capital projects that will serve its citizens in 

the long-term. Because these capital projects 

serve the citizens, city planners should make 

a concerted effort to include citizens in the 

capital project planning process. This may 

take place in the form of public hearings, to 

give the public a chance to voice any 

concerns or comments, making them more 

willing to support bond or taxation measures 

to fund capital improvements (Beckett & 

King 2002). 

Project Monitoring  

Definition: The city should provide a 

mechanism for evaluating capital projects 

for citizens.  

  

Literature Review: Project Monitoring is the 

practice of tracking a capital project from 

design, to construction, to completion, and is 

an important component of a cityôs 

infrastructure development process. During 

extensive capital endeavors, maintaining 

project costs and schedules within the 

approved timelines can prevent future 

budget deficits that reflect negatively on a 

municipal government (Ammar, Duncombe, 

& Wright 2001). Ongoing oversight is also 

important to the successful monitoring of 

projects, and can be conducted by either a 

project manager or some sort of 

committee/board (Anbari 2003). To reflect 

the literature, evaluation of this sub-variable 

will be determining if the public is involved 

in the monitoring of project process and if 

information is adequately available through 

the municipal website. 

Maintenance 

Definition: The city has line items in their 

capital budgets for preventative and 

proactive maintenance. Specifically, it is not 

a reactive allotment. The city forecasts 

and/or sets aside money through future 

outlays for expected maintenance or 

improvement.  

  

Literature Review: As public works (roads, 

sidewalks, and bridges) age or become 

nonfunctional, citizens expect their city to 

repair such public works, thus maintenance 

is a fundamental service for cities. 

Municipalities engaging in the best practices 

for maintenance are not doing so reactively, 

but instead by forecasting needs and 

practicing preventative maintenance, which 

can significantly increase the useful life of a 
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capital investment (Mirza 2006). One such 

tactic to forecast maintenance needs is for 

cities to set aside 2% of a projectôs budget 

for ongoing preventative maintenance, 

which in some instances has doubled the 

useful lives of some capital projects (Mirza 

2006). The final definition for this sub-

variable in not as rigorous as this 2% rule, 

rather, for cities to meet the best practice 

there must be evidence that it engages in 

some form of proactive, preventative 

maintenance planning. 

The People Variable Group 

The People variable group explores 

the extent to which cities effectively manage 

their human capital. Most states operate with 

constrained fiscal resources and high rates of 

turnover exacerbate this problem. Therefore, 

it is critical for local governments to not 

only display their plan for attracting and 

retaining skilled employees, but also show 

potential employees that there is capacity for 

growth in their organization. Five sub-

variables comprise this group: Managing 

Employee Performance, Retention, Strategic 

Workforce Planning, Training and 

Development, and Hiring.  

Managing Employee Performance 

Definition: Establishing a shared 

understanding about what goals we want to 

achieve and an approach to managing people 

to identify their contribution to goal 

achievement. The city must have a 

description of employee performance on 

their website, a chapter within their 

personnel handbook, or a stand-alone 

document to demonstrate how they manage 

their employees.  

  

Literature Review: Dusenbury (2000) asserts 

that in order for a strategic workforce plan to 

be successful, it must combine some form of 

employee performance management. By 

doing so, managers can measure how the 

workforce plan is being implemented and 

make necessary improvements. Moreover, 

incorporating a degree of transparency by 

allowing the public to review and comment 

on employee management plans can further 

improve efficiency (Dusenbury 2000). 

Latham and Wexley (1994) conducted an in-

depth analysis of employee management 

programs and emphasized the necessity of 

measurable and clearly structured 

frameworks in order for managers to 

integrate organizational goals into the 

management process and gather data to 

make informed personnel decisions. 

Training and Development 

Definition: The city offers training and 

development services to its employees to 

enhance its workforce.  

 

Literature Review: In efforts to maintain 

performance in an organization, managers 

may provide miscellaneous training and 

development to their workforce. Developing 

individual employees through career 

planning, development plans, or experiential 

learning can help increase individual and 

organizational growth and performance (Lee 

and Hur 2012). 

The use of multiple types of training 

and development methods can develop an 

organizationôs workforce. This includes job-

specific training and development and 

various professional and career 

development-based educational 

opportunities available to their employees 

(Workforce Strategy Center 2006). The 

Workforce Strategy Center suggests that the 

public and private sectors should work in 

collaboration to better connect employers 

with training courses and opportunities in 

order to unite efforts with the same goal. 

Lee and Hur (2012) highlight possible 

employee training mechanisms such as 
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online or classroom training, mentorships, 

coaching programs, and job rotation 

programs. 

Retaining Employees 

Definition: The city provides documentation 

that details the cityôs plans, guideline, and/or 

specific analyses (for example, evaluating 

city workforce retirement horizon) in order 

to retain a skilled workforce.  

 

Literature Review: Employee retention in 

government is broadly about fostering a 

mentally stimulating and developmental 

work environment in order to attract and 

maintain employees (Kim 2008). Success in 

employee retention requires a formal plan or 

strategy that assigns specific roles and 

duties, uses metrics, and holds 

organizational leaders responsible for 

retention while involving current employees 

(HR Focus 2004). Quality retention plans 

should identify opportunities to redefine 

vacant positions or current roles, reallocate 

talent to areas where they can be best 

utilized within the agency, and/or outsource 

resource draining job functions in order to 

maximize organizational efficiency and 

effectiveness (Jarrell and Pewitt 2007). 

Employee retention is essential for 

government organizations to be competitive 

and competitiveness is necessary to build 

internal talent (Kim 2008). 

Strategic Workforce Planning 

Definition: A strategic workforce plan that 

identifies and addresses the gaps between 

today's workforce and future human capital 

needs to be available on the city website. 

The plan can provide direction on future 

policies related to hiring, training and 

development, employee retirement, and 

employee retention. It is important that such 

a plan concern employees of the city 

government itself. 

  

Literature Review: The use of a strategic 

workforce plan is important for any 

municipal human resource department. 

Scholars describe this plan as a tool to 

address workforce gaps and future needs 

(Emmerichs, Marcum, and Robbert 2004). 

Additionally, the use of a strategic 

workforce plan as an analytical mechanism 

can evaluate human resource departmentsô 

workforce planning efforts as a whole. 

These plans can contain topics that include 

retirement, recruitment, and retention of 

employees (IPMA 2002). Stating objectives 

in each area allows cities to develop 

effective employee management systems. 

For example, a cityôs strategic workforce 

plan may contain specific hiring goals that 

establish strategies to hire underrepresented 

groups in the workplace, such as women and 

minorities (Sinclair 2004). Strategic 

workforce plans allow cities to determine 

the best approaches to plan for their future 

workforce needs. 

Hiring  

Definition: The city acquires the employees 

it needs to meet its workforce demands by 

providing an electronic or online 

employment application opportunity for 

interested applicants. 

  

Literature Review: Braddy, Meade & 

Kroustalis (2008) present a theoretical 

model of recruitment via employersô web 

sites that explicates the factors and processes 

relevant for understanding a job seekerôs 

affect, attitudes, behaviors, and eventual 

attraction to an organization. Their research 

found that the perceived usability of a 

website could positively influence an 

applicantôs perception of an employerôs 

website.  Therefore, it is essential that a 

recruitment website be well maintained and 

easy to navigate in order to attract and retain 
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applicants. In addition, online job posting 

promotes transparency and higher levels of 

citizen participation in the job seeking 

process. 

Capelli (2001) also found that the 

payoffs of Internet recruiting could be 

substantial. Costs could lower by hiring 

someone online instead of through 

newspapers, want ads, or other traditional 

means. Moreover, organizations 

dramatically reduce the amount of time it 

takes to complete a recruitment cycle by 

posting jobs online, taking online 

applications and screening and processing 

applications electronically.  

The Information and Communications 

Technology Variable Group 

ICTs foster a collaborative 

environment and efficient communication 

between government and citizens 

(Mossberger, Wu, and Crawford 2013). 

Communication and information sharing 

between governments and the people can 

empower citizens to be more involved (Nath 

2011).  People increasingly request 

government information online, and the 

growth of mobile devices spurred the 

availability of information made available 

on government websites (Lawson 2015). 

These sub-variables intend to capture the 

different aspects of Information and 

Communications Technology, as well as 

how governments make information 

available online. This variable group is a 

new addition in the NMPI and explores how 

the increased use of technology in service 

and information provision can change the 

face of transparency in municipalities. Three 

sub-variables comprise this group: Open 

Government/Open Data, Social Media, and 

Apps. 

 

Open Government/Open Data 

Definition: Open government is the use of 

technological solutions to provide access to 

public/open data to citizens; the intended 

result is increased transparency, 

accountability, and citizen input. The key 

principles of open data are that the 

information must be public, accessible, 

described, reusable, and complete.  

  

Literature Review: Open data allows access 

to public sector information in a machine-

readable format to citizens (Project Open 

Data 2016). There is a link between the use 

of open data or open government resources 

to improving efficiency and services; both 

are key goals for local government (Hellberg 

& Hedstrom 2015). In order to promote 

efficiency, government must allow citizens 

to access routine information through open 

data portals, open checkbooks, or mapping 

software (Bright et. al 2015). Citizens can 

then work with the data and provide 

interesting insights or solutions for their 

government. However, scholars also suggest 

that in order to sustain this level of 

openness, senior officials must incorporate 

the values of transparency, participation, and 

collaboration through technology within 

their department (McDermott 2010). 

Consequently, open data must be continually 

updated and described to maximize the 

potential for citizen engagement (Hellberg 

& Hedstrom 2015).  

Social Media 

Definition: Social media is internet based 

networking applications that operate on third 

party platforms, is accessible on a cityôs 

website, and serve to foster social 

interaction, disseminate information, support 

service delivery, and provide the opportunity 

to communicate with citizens and the private 

sector. Social media involves the creation of 

a public profile within a specific system, the 
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ability to connect with others, and user 

generated content. 

 

Literature Review: Social media is 

characterized by ñthe creation of a public 

profile within a defined system, the ability to 

connect with other users, and user-generated 

contentò and serves to ñfoster collaboration, 

joint learning, and the speedy exchange of 

information between usersò (Mossberger, 

Wu, and Crawford 2013). Social media 

applications operate on third-party platforms 

and their purpose is to support the cityôs 

mission, service delivery, and interaction 

with the public and it is a common practice 

for cities to provide links to these platforms 

on their main website (Mergel 2013).  

The use of social media presents an 

opportunity for governments to interact, 

inform, and be informed by citizens; 

moreover, it provides the chance to improve 

communication with specific segments of 

the population that have been difficult to 

reach in the past (Kavanaugh et al 2012). 

Social media allows governments to 

increase transparency by information 

sharing and working with the public to 

develop solutions to government problems 

(Mergel 2013).  

Apps 

Definition: An application, or app, is for a 

mobile device that utilizes the capabilities of 

the device, such as GPS, camera, or the 

Internet, downloadable, and serves to 

increase transparency, participation, and 

flow of information between government 

and citizens. Apps can relate to government 

services, government website, or consumer 

tools. 

  

Literature Review: Apps are downloadable 

programs allowing a user to interact with a 

specific software for mobile devices that 

communicate information to citizens. Apps 

can also be for a deviceôs operating system, 

and take advantage of device capabilities, 

such as camera, GPS, or Internet (Lawson 

2015).  Apps are useful in maintaining 

transparency in a variety of areas, such as 

city operations and decisions, making 

government more participatory, and utilizing 

technology to share information and 

collaborate with citizens and businesses 

(Smith 2010). 

Apps serve as a way for the 

government to make up to date information 

available, and some employ an interactive 

component, allowing citizens to provide 

information or insight into areas that affect 

them, thus improving their user experience 

(Nath 2011).  

 

Intercoder Reliability  
 

Intercoder reliability is a requisite 

component of establishing valid data for a 

project.3 Coders agreed to report both a 

percent agreement for the baseline 

measurement and a Cohenôs kappa to refine 

reliability. The pilot process and resulting 

codebook prepared coders to achieve high 

reliability. Because the NMPI used 11 

different coders to analyze 23 sub-variables, 

coders needed to confront the subjectivity 

and bias associated with the degree of 

interpretation used to ensure validity and 

reliability.  

Pilot Studies and Reliability 

Coders conducted six pilot studies 

before starting final data collection, which 

                                                      
3 Intercoder reliability is ñthe extent to which 

independent coders evaluate a characteristic and 

reach the same conclusionò (Lombard, Snyder-Duch 

& Bracken 2002). Ensuring intercoder reliability can 

help lead to efficient and unbiased conclusions based 

on the collected data (Ruggeri, Gizelis & Dorussen 

2011).  
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are in Appendix B. Following each pilot 

study, each coding pair received their level 

of agreement for sub-variables and 

reconciled to assess the variance of scores. 

Each coding pair then reviewed the 

codebook to make any necessary changes to 

increase the number of agreements. These 

pilots also served to make coders more 

familiar and adept at data collection. To 

maintain reliability, coding pairs worked 

independently of each other leading up to 

the process of reconciliation.  

Build ing the Codebook 

To counter challenges of 

subjectivity, the research team developed a 

codebook to ñ[minimize] subjectivity and 

judgment calls during the data collection 

processò (Brown et. al 2013). In addition to 

the MPIôs findings, a broadly defined 

codebook was a primary contribution of the 

project, allowing subsequent iterations of the 

GGP to tailor its methodology, like the 

NMPI. The creation and use of a clear and 

instructive codebook is instrumental in 

contributing to high intercoder reliability, 

and helps avoid arbitrary and capricious 

decisions by coders (Ruggeri, Gizelis & 

Dorussen 2011). Refinements following the 

pilots accounted for regional differences in 

terms and allowed for the inclusion of 

evidence of definitions.  

Intercoder Reliability Measures  

The NMPI used a percent 

agreement4 measure to determine its 

reliability after final data collection. After 

each pilot and final data collection, this 

showed the raw percentage of disagreement 

                                                      
4 There is no universally established standard for 

agreement rates measuring reliability, but there are 

acceptable ranges of significance that are widely used 

(Lombard, Snyder-Duch & Bracken 2002).  

 

in coding decisions as a baseline for 

reliability (Lombard, Snyder-Duch & 

Bracken 2002). For this measurement, 

coders decided upon a threshold of 80%, as 

this is an accepted standard (Neuendorf 

2002).  

 

To further refine the reliability 

measurements, the reviewed literature 

indicates that a Cohenôs kappa (ə) with a 

coefficient of .41 or greater is acceptable in 

most situations (Gwet 2012). Cohenôs kappa 

(ə) is ñthe most widely used measure of 

interjudge reliability across the behavioral 

science literatureò and takes into account 

differences in distribution of scores by 

separate coders, making it applicable to this 

project (Lombard, Snyder-Duch & Bracken 

2002). The overall intercoder reliability for 

final data collection was 83.47% and 

achieved a Cohenôs kappa (ə) of .41365,6  

 

Final Data Collection 
 

Final data collection covered a 

period of six weeks, ranging from December 

                                                      
5 The reported Cohenôs kappa (ə) for each sub-

variable that did not make 80% are included in 

Appendix B.  
6 Our study did not drop any sub-variables after the 

initial intercoder reliability analysis. During 

reconciliation, coders discussed any differences in 

their coding and the city received a final code based 

on how closely the cityôs available data for the 

specific sub-variable aligned with the codebook. 

Reconciliation occurred only after the completion of 

final data collection in order to maintain integrity of 

the coding process and avoid influencing a coderôs 

interpretation of the codebook. In cases when coders 

could not come to a consensus on what constituted 

evidence of a sub-variable, an outside coder broke the 

tie by consulting the codebook, relevant literature, 

and the cityôs website information to come to a 

decision. Because of this, we were able to retain all 

sub-variables for analysis. Including the sub-

variables further allows for future research on the 

contributing factors to low reliability scores.  
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2015 to January 2016. Coding during the 

pilots and final data collection utilized a 

zero or two scale. If coders could not locate 

evidence of a sub-variable, the city received 

a score of zero. If the coder could locate 

evidence that met the definition of the sub-

variable, it received a score of two. 

Researchers used a zero or two coding scale 

instead of a zero or one scale to permit 

comparisons to the MPI in any future 

studies.  

 

A crucial aspect of the GGP research 

methodology thus far has been to approach 

the process from the usability perspective of 

the average citizen. To continue the work of 

previous indices, this project also 

implemented a 3-click rule for locating 

evidence of a sub-variable on a 

municipalityôs website.7 In addition to the 3-

click rule, coders used a period of five 

minutes to limit their search, and if the 

information was not located using these 

standards of usability the city did not receive 

credit.8 

 

The preceding steps taken 

constructed a sound methodology for the 

NMPI. The literature review provided 

background information and an explanation 

                                                      
7 Baker defines usability as the ñrelative ease with 
which a novice user interacts with a public agency 

website to accomplish the userôs goalsò (2004). 

Three-clicks is the generally accepted standard in 

terms of accessibility (Glassey 2004).  
8 The implementation of a new time limit of six 

minutes, imposed after the pilot process, was to 

accommodate the website search across different 

states and allow coders to acclimate to a variety of 

web-browsing environments. Because different 

websites present information in different ways, it was 

important to allow enough time to adequately search 

for evidence of the sub-variable, but not spend more 

time than the average citizen would to find that 

evidence.  

 

of how each sub-variable contributes to 

transparency on cityôs websites. A reliability 

score of 80% ensured the data collected 

from the sample would be reliable and valid. 

The pilots allowed for refinements to the 

codebook, thus helping coders avoid bias 

and become familiar with the data collection 

process. Researchers used a 0 or 2 coding 

scale to indicate the presence of sub-

variables and a 3-click rule to replicate 

citizensô interaction with their government 

websites. After completing the literature 

review, building the codebook, and 

determining an accurate measure for 

intercoder reliability, the researchers 

engaged in final data collection, and 

compiled the index.  
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Findings & Analysis 
 

Overview 
 

This study and resulting index 

capture a citizenôs ability to find information 

easily on a municipalityôs website. One goal 

of the NMPI is to provide citizens with a 

system to assess their cityôs transparency 

and ways in which their governments are 

displaying best practices online. Another 

goal of the study is to discover how 

municipalities are using these best practices 

and if these best practices are accessible on 

their governmentsô websites. It is a further 

goal of the study to determine the extent 

cities are using emerging technologies, such 

as social media, to communicate with 

citizens; added due to the increasing use of 

social media and other similar technologies 

in governmental service provision. The 

research questions below represent these 

goals:  

 

¶ To what extent are cities communicating 

their use of the best practices to citizens 

via their websites?  

 

¶ To what extent are cities utilizing emerging 

innovations in information and 

communications technology to influence 

transparency via their websites? 

 

The first research question, 

following the lineage of the MPI, remains 

key in evaluating a cityôs transparency and 

the use of accepted best practices online. A 

city being able to communicate its decisions 

to citizens is a critical component of 

transparency and the distribution of 

information is important to promote 

accountability in government (Piotrowski 

and van Ryzin 2007). Interest in 

transparency has risen with the increased use 

of technology and local governmentôs use of 

the Internet to ñachieve greater openness 

with regard to governmental activitiesò 

(Lowatcharin and Menifield 2015). As 

access to the Internet increases, citizens 

expects local governments to provide 

information and services online 

(Lowatcharin and Menifield 2015).  

 

A second research question added to 

the effort of the NMPI to capture an 

emerging category involving the use of 

technologies by municipalities. During the 

literature review process, it became apparent 

that governments use information and 

communication technologies, such as social 

media, to disseminate information and 

communicate with citizens. Thus, it was 

important to gauge the extent to which cities 

have adopted such practices and leave a 

foundation for future research in the area.  

 

It is important to note that a city 

receiving a low score does not necessarily 

imply they are not utilizing a best practice 

internally. This report is only a reflection of 

the information made public on a cityôs 

website. Cities may possess and use the 

information that reflect sub-variable best 

practices, but if they do not make evidence 

of this available on their website for citizens 

to view, it does not count towards their 

score. Further, a lack of available 

information online is not a limitation of this 

study, because the research questions gauge 

a cityôs transparency to its citizens by 

examining what information is available 

online. Additionally, the NMPI was not 

intended to judge quality of the information 

available on a municipality'sô website, but 

its presence and online availability to 

citizens. 
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The NMPI consists of 23 sub-

variables in five variable groups, resulting in 

a maximum possible score of 46. No city 

received a perfect score. Plano, Texas and 

San Diego, California both received the 

highest score of 42. The lowest score 

reported was a six. The average score of the 

272 cities analyzed was 29.51 and 46% of 

cities obtained the average score or higher, 

suggesting cities are moving toward greater 

transparency. The top scoring municipalities 

are in Appendix B and a condensed table 

below shows the top nine cities.9 

 

In accordance with the second 

research question, the constructed index 

included the top scoring cities both with and 

without ICT as a fifth variable group. In the 

sample, 117 (43%) cities received full credit 

in ICT, suggesting that this emerging 

variable group is becoming a critical aspect 

of municipal transparency. When excluding 

ICT from the index, several cities in Arizona 

drop from the list of top performing cities. 

Though Arizona cities scored well in the 

four traditional variable groups, their slow 

adoption of ICT, in relation to other top 

                                                      
9 We chose to display the top nine cities in Appendix 

B as 15 cities tied for 10th place in the index.  

scoring cities, prevents them from remaining 

one of the top performers. These results 

demonstrate that as transparency evolves, 

ICT use is a critical aspect for remaining at 

the forefront of transparency practices 

nationwide and is an area deserving of 

further research.  

 

Variable Group Findings  
 

Following is a more in depth 

discussion of each variable group and a 

breakdown of how each sub-variable 

performed in the index. Detailing the 

average scores, highest and lowest 

performing sub-variables, and any 

noteworthy trends in each of the five 

variable groups, clarifies the portrait of 

transparency in municipalities. The full 

index is included in Appendix B.  

 

Information  

The Information variable group contains 

five sub-variables measuring how accessible 

different types of information was on cityôs 

websites. There are 10 possible points in the 

variable group. Scores for this group range 

from two to 10, with an average score of 

6.87. Eighteen cities received a perfect score 

National Municipal Performance Index 

City, State Rank Total 

Score 

Inform ation People Money Infrastructure  ICT  

Plano, TX 1 42 10 6 12 8 6 

San Diego, CA 1 42 10 6 12 8 6 

Dallas, TX 3 40 10 6 12 6 6 

Denton, TX 3 40 8 8 12 6 6 

Elk Grove, CA 3 40 8 6 12 8 6 

Minneapolis, 

MN 

3 40 8 8 10 8 6 

Portland, OR 3 40 10 6 10 8 6 

San Jose, CA 3 40 8 8 10 8 6 

Scottsdale, AZ 3 40 10 4 12 8 6 
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of 10 and two cities received the lowest 

score of two. Only two cities achieved a 

perfect score of 12 in the MPI, indicating a 

significant improvement in municipalitiesô 

performance in the information variable.    

 

The highest scoring sub-variables 

were Digital Democracy and Digital 

Governance, as 99% of cities received credit 

for these two sub-variables. Two cities did 

not receive credit for these sub-variables, 

leading to an average score of 1.98 for both. 

Utilizing the Internet as a way for citizens to 

give input and providing services or service 

requests online is now a standard practice 

for most cities, as shown by the high scores 

in these two sub-variables. Digital 

Democracy and Digital Governance provide 

an easier method of information dispersal 

and collection between municipalities and 

their citizens. 

 

Performance Measurement 

Dashboard, a newly added sub-variable, was 

the most challenging for municipalities in 

this variable group. Only 37 cities (13.6%) 

received a score of two, resulting in an 

average score of 0.272. Although the MPI 

indicated that performance dashboards could 

communicate information, low adoption 

rates may be because this is a relatively new 

tool for cities to display information 

through. The fact that only 37 cities out of 

the sample have adopted dashboards 

indicates that municipalities remain slow to 

respond to this trend. This could be a result 

of internal pushback from the city as citizens 

may use the information to criticize their 

government if performance information 

shows that goals are unmet, leading to 

overall poor performance. 

Money 

The Money variable group measures 

how transparent municipalities are with their 

financial resources, including budgets, 

financial reports, and contract information 

relevant to businesses and citizens. The 

municipalities in this study had an average 

score of 8.9 out of 12 possible points. In the 

MPI, Money was the highest scoring 

variable group, with an average score of 5.4 

out of 10 points. One reason for this variable 

groupôs performance could be that law may 

require some of the sub-variables.  

 

No city in the sample received a 

score of zero, and only four cities received a 

score of two. Forty-one municipalities 

scored a 12 and an additional 107 cities 

received a 10. The findings both point to the 

conclusion that cities are continually 

publishing information online explaining 

how they are managing municipal funds. 

State-level initiatives may also be an 

influence. The Texas Comptroller of Public 

Accounts incentivizes local governments in 

Texas to make financial documents 

available for citizens by recognizing cities 

that meet the transparency requirements 

defined by the Comptrollerôs office (Texas 

Comptroller). This incentive program could 

encourage cities to provide information to 

earn the award to competitive with their 

neighboring cities. 

 

Collectively, cities were the most 

transparent in the Contracting/Purchasing 

sub-variable, with an average of 1.96 points. 

This indicates that majorities of 

municipalities in the sample have an 

accessible system of maintaining contracts 

online and use an external portal to allow 

vendors to apply and bid on contracts. The 

Procurement Accountability sub-variable 

reflected transparency within a cityôs 

contracting and purchasing activities. Less 

than 50% of cities (114) provided evidence 

of this sub-variable in the form of a list of 

awarded contracts or an open checkbook. 
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Municipalities scored the lowest in Long-

Term Outlook with an average of only .79. 

Although money was a high scoring variable 

group, there is room for improvement 

regarding the publication of financial 

practices.  

Infrastructure  

In terms of infrastructure, four sub-

variables contribute to a municipalityôs 

transparency: Intergovernmental 

Coordination, Maintenance, Project 

Monitoring, and Capital Planning. Scores 

ranged from of 0 to 8, with cities averaging 

a score of 4.97. In our sample, 58 cities 

received a perfect score while 14 cities 

received no credit within this group. 

  

Intergovernmental Coordination is 

the strongest performing sub-variable within 

the group, which further reinforces the 

original MPIôs finding that regional linkages 

and proximity to a Metropolitan Statistical 

Area play a vital role within the 

infrastructure variable (Brown et. al 2013). 

Overall, 72% of cities (197) received credit 

for publicly displaying intergovernmental 

coordination. This may be due in large part 

to the effect of shrinking municipal budgets 

and cities relying more heavily on regional 

governments to address infrastructure needs. 

 

Where cities appear to struggle 

within the Infrastructure variable group is in 

the information made available to citizens 

for the monitoring of capital projects. 

Project Monitoring split evenly, as half the 

cities (136) received credit, while the other 

half did not. This was due in large part to 

cities failing to indicate the status of their 

current capital projects. Many cities list their 

capital projects for citizens on their 

websites, but fail to indicate the current 

stage the project is in, such as proposal, 

design, or construction. Making this 

information known would drastically 

increase the scores for this sub-variable, and 

for the infrastructure category as a whole. 

 

An important theme that emerged 

from the project was the potential that 

regional linkages could explain a cityôs 

performance in the infrastructure variable. 

Brown et al. (2013) highlighted the Dallas-

Fort Worth Metroplex as the benchmark for 

cities scoring high in the variable group, 

observing that eight of the nine cities 

receiving perfect infrastructure scores 

belonged to the North Central Texas Council 

of Governments. Further, the group found 

that ñto the greatest degree of any variable, 

Infrastructure demonstrated that a cityôs size 

and budget are no guarantee that best 

practices have been both implemented and 

presented to the public onlineò (49). 

People 

In line with the MPI, the People 

variable group was the lowest scoring 

among the five variable groups. This group 

examines how a city manages its human 

capital, and findings suggest that 

municipalities are not conveying their 

human resource management practices to 

their citizenry. Additionally, the low scores 

illustrate that human resource practices 

continue to need improvement. The People 

variable group contained five sub-variables 

making the total number of possible points 

10. The scores ranged from 0 to 10 with five 

cities receiving a zero and one city receiving 

a perfect score, which was Modesto, 

California.  

 

It is important to note that that over 

98% of cities received full credit for the 

Hiring sub-variable. This is an 8% increase 

from the MPI, which is a promising trend. In 

order to receive full credit, a city had to have 

an online portal for accepting job 
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applications or have a downloadable 

application that a citizen could electronically 

submit to the HR department. Regardless of 

size or budget, every city should have a 

mechanism to hire employees and receive 

applications. 

 

The lowest performing sub-variable 

in this group was Strategic Workforce 

Planning with just over 4% of cities 

receiving credit. This is an increase from the 

1.8% of cities receiving full credit in the 

MPI. The majority of cities in the sample 

still did not make their strategic workforce 

planning information available online. This 

sub-variable is crucial as cities continue to 

age, as they will need to implement a 

strategy to maintain a quality workforce.  

 

Overall, the average score for the 

People variable group was a 4.3. This is an 

improvement from the MPI average of 2.3, 

but still lags behind the rest of groups in 

terms of performance. This could be due to 

the protective nature of human resource 

departments (HR). HR deals with a variety 

of confidential documentation, often on 

individual employees. This study suggests 

that this protective nature translates to a 

tendency to provide little information about 

broad HR practices on government websites. 

However, if cities wish to attract the most 

qualified employees, they should ensure 

applicants see room for growth within their 

organization. 

Information & Communications 

Technology 

ICT is the only variable group that 

was not present in previous reports, and it 

evaluates a cityôs use of technology as it 

contributes to transparency in information 

provision and communication with citizens. 

This variable group is essential to the NMPI 

because evidence of these sub-variables 

demonstrates that municipalities are utilizing 

this emerging technology to move towards 

greater transparency. The scores ranged 

from zero to six and the average score was 

4.45. Only five cities did not receive any 

credit for all three sub-variables and 117 

(43%) of cities achieved a perfect score of 

six.  

 

The highest scoring sub-variable was 

Social Media, with an average score of 1.90. 

Only 13 cities did not receive credit. With 

95% of cities garnering credit for social 

media, it suggests that its use has become a 

pervasive practice in municipalities. Apps 

also performed well, indicated by 71% of 

cities scoring a two. However, these 

practices are new and not a feature in the 

MPI, these results show that municipalities 

are choosing to use technology in 

information provision. 

 

The lowest scoring sub-variable in 

the group was Open Government/Open 

Data. This sub-variable received an average 

score of 1.12 and only 56% (152) of cities 

provided evidence of accessible data. Some 

cities provided this information, but it was 

not in a machine-readable format, which 

could explain why 120 (44%) cities did not 

receive credit. The key component of open 

data is its availability in a downloadable and 

easily accessible form, meaning users can 

manipulate the data. It is possible that a 

portion of those cities will have displayed 

data that were not downloadable, resulting 

in a score of zero.  

 

Broadly, the analysis of the ICT 

variable group indicates the importance of 

its sub-variables in terms of transparency 

moving forward. From 2003 to 2013, 

Internet access in American households 

increased from 54.7% to 74.4%, meaning as 

citizens have more access to the Internet, 
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governments have the responsibility of 

keeping up with this trend and providing 

information on their web sites (Lowatcharin 

and Menifield 2015). Municipalities are 

recognizing citizensô reliance on technology 

for information, as shown by 98.16% of 

cities receiving credit for one or more sub-

variables in this group. These findings show 

that ICT is an area deserving of further 

research regarding its impact on municipal 

transparency. 

 

Regression Analysis 
 

Regression analysis conducted explored the 

effects of different factors on city scores. 

This analysis operated under the assumption 

that cities with larger budgets would have a 

higher transparency score due to increased 

financial resources and funding for 

transparency initiatives and website 

maintenance. The multivariate regression 

section addresses the other factors thought to 

have some impact upon transparency scores, 

such as educational attainment and 

administrative professionalism.  

Bivariate Regression Analysis 

Before analysis, researchers 

hypothesized that larger municipal budgets 

would contribute to a higher score. After 

analyzing a cityôs total score in relation to its 

budget size, findings suggest that there is a 

link to a cityôs score. While there is a 

relationship between score and this factor, it 

is weak and does not meaningfully influence 

citiesô total scores 

 

The graph above illustrates the relationship 

between the size of a municipal budget per 

capita and a cityôs NMPI score.10 The 

                                                      
10 The budget used in the Relationship between 

Transparency and Budget per Capita regression used 
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relationship is positive; with a cityôs NMPI, 

score increasing as the size do the budget 

increases. However, this relationship is 

weak, as evidenced by a low R-Squared 

value of .034, and therefore we cannot make 

a definitive conclusion about this trend. 

Although the graph shows this trend, this 

does not mean that cities with a smaller per 

capita budget cannot be just as transparent, 

as the top ten scoring cities in the index had 

a range of budget sizes.  

 

Though cities with larger budgets 

may have more aesthetically pleasing and 

technologically perceptive websites, the 

study only determined the availability of 

information using the user-friendly 3-click 

rule. The best practices section in the 

appendix of this report includes examples of 

outstanding information provision that met 

or went beyond the sub-variable definitions.   

Multivariate Regression Analysis  

A multivariate regression model 

analyzed the relationship between different 

factors and the transparency scores of 

municipalities. The independent variables 

chosen were budget per capita, median 

income, educational attainment, 

administrative professionalism, and council-

manager form of government, and were 

regressed by the total transparency scores. 

This analysis cannot fully explain a cityôs 

score, but it can provide insight into the 

relationship between certain factors and 

transparency. The model takes the following 

form: 

 

y = ßo+ ß1X1+ ß2X2+ß3X3+ß4X4+ß5X5+e 

 

Transparency Factors 

                                                                                
the most recently published budget available on a 

cityôs website. This is a recognized weakness in the 

regression, but this was the most easily accessible 

budget information across the sample cities. 

Multivariate Regressions 

 

 
 

y = 19.92+ .417X1+ 

.043X2+.148X3+2.33X4+3.27X5+e 

 

The analysis of the budget per capita 

variable revealed that a cityôs budget size 

did not have a notable effect on its 

transparency, despite the addition of 

pertinent control variables. Though the more 

specified model evaluated was statistically 

significant at a 99% level, the positive effect 

was weak. Based on the research of Robson 

and Marco, it was originally thought that 

budget per capita would meaningfully 

influence a cityôs score (2013). The results 

indicated that while this hypothesis was not 

without merit, the initial though was not as 

significant. Findings from this model can 

confirm this analysis. For example, Wichita, 

Kansas and Hampton, Virginia both 

received a score of 36, but their budget per 

capita measurements differed by 

approximately $2,700.  
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Analysis indicates that average 

median income per 10,000 does not have a 

statistically significant effect on 

transparency scores, challenging Robson 

and Marcoôs hypothesis that the relationship 

would be significant (2013). Findings also 

confirm this result. Frisco, Texas had the 

highest median income and received a score 

of 28. However, Sunnyvale, California had 

the third highest median income and 

received a higher score of 36. Though that is 

just one example, it does help illustrate this 

result.  

 

            Educational attainment analyzed the 

relationship of the percent of a cityôs 

population with a bachelorôs degree and a 

cityôs score. An initial hypothesis questioned 

whether a higher level of education among 

citizens would lead to a higher total NMPI 

score, based on the research of Robson and 

Marco who suggest that states with higher 

socioeconomic conditions have higher 

transparency indexes (2013). This variable 

was statistically significant at the 99% level, 

and though the effect was positive, it was 

weak. 

 

 The administrative professionalism 

variable sought to explore the effect that a 

city manager or chief administrator with a 

masterôs degree had upon the cityôs NMPI 

score. The hypothesis for this regression 

questioned whether municipalities with a 

city manager or administrator possessing a 

masterôs degree will have a higher overall 

total score, stemming from the argument 

that a city manager or administrator with a 

formal education would be aware of 

transparency trends and information sharing 

with the public (Bearfield and Bowman 

2016). A rate of 99% significance supports 

the hypothesis as analysis revealed that a 

city with a chief administrator or city 

manager possessing a masterôs degree could 

increase their score by an average of 2.33 

points. 

  

Form of government was another 

independent variable analyzed. To 

determine the effect that council-managers 

have on transparency, we gave cities the 

designation of a council-manager form or 

ñotherò forms of government. According to 

Svara and Nelson, council-manager forms of 

government could lead to higher 

transparency scores because city managers 

promote transparency by reporting to the 

city council and serving public rather than 

political interests (2008). The results of the 

regression revealed council-manager form of 

government has a strong and statistically 

significant effect on transparency. A city 

with a council-manager form had an average 

score 2.37 points higher than cities with 

other forms of government. 

 

The results of the multivariate 

regression analysis indicate that some 

variables relating to city government, such 

as administrative professionalism and 

council-manager form of government, have 

a greater influence on transparency than 

others do. This suggests that internal 

government processes rather than outside 

factors, such as median income and 

education, drive a cityôs transparency. The 

connection between citizen demand for 

transparency may not be captured in the 

model used, but this model allows for the 

inference that a city should make a 

conscious effort to provide transparency and 

that a cityôs leadership can have an effect 

upon a transparency score.  

Limitations  

While these regression results 

suggest meaningful findings, it is important 

to acknowledge their limitations. Omitted 
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variable bias is one limitation, as this study 

had limited time and resources to collect 

secondary variable data. The study operated 

with 11 coders within a period of nine 

months, which restricted the ability to 

collect secondary variables.  

Another limitation in this regression 

model is the possibility of reverse causality. 

While administrative professionalism was 

significant in the model, it cannot be 

determined with certainty that a city 

manager with a masterôs degree drove 

transparency or if a city that valued 

transparency would be more likely to hire 

candidates with masterôs degrees. Another 

limitation in the study stemmed from Texas 

and California cities accounting for 95 of the 

272 total cities, or 35%. Therefore, Texas 

and California may disproportionately affect 

this reported model, as these two states have 

more weight in the analysis. 
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Future Research 

 
 This project determined how cities 

across the nation performed at providing 

public access to municipal government 

processes and information through city 

websites. Though this report means to 

educate citizens and city administrators 

about the importance of transparency and 

their cityôs performance, these areas for 

future, research could provide academic 

opportunities to expand on this project. The 

following questions encompass some of 

those areas of research:  

 

¶ Are there any other variables that may be 

influencing city performance and 

transparency? 

 

 This report looked at several 

additional variables research shows may 

influence a cityôs transparency performance. 

Though a few, such as administrative 

professionalism and council-manager form 

of government, proved to have some effect, 

there are others that were not considered 

because of limited resources, which future 

research could uncover. These variables 

could include, but are not limited to, the 

presence of a local newspaper acting as a 

governmental watchdog, capital budget size, 

or laws requiring cities to include evidence 

of sub-variables on their websites.  

 

¶ How does regional governance affect levels 

of transparency within municipalities?  

 

Being associated with a council of 

governments (COG) or similar organization 

could give a city access to more resources 

that could contribute to a greater 

transparency score. These organizations 

assist governments in information sharing, 

perhaps suggesting that these governments 

may be more likely to demonstrate their best 

practices online. Metropolitan areas, such as 

Los Angeles, Denver, and Dallas-Fort 

Worth, each had varying scores around the 

same range, indicating that there could be a 

particular factor driving their transparency. 

Exploring whether the citiesô membership in 

a COG influences scores of cities 

surrounding metropolitan areas could be 

telling about the relationship of regional 

governance and transparency.  

 

¶ Does transparency in state level government 

affect municipal transparency?  

 

 Given that the Good Governance 

Project adapted its methodological 

framework from Pewôs Grading the States, 

comparisons between state and municipal 

level transparency data could explain why 

cities may be more or less likely to be 

transparent. Cities within a more transparent 

state could be more transparent, and vice 

versa. This comparison is beyond the scope 

of the NMPI, but future studies may be able 

to draw meaningful conclusions by cross-

examining such data.  

 

¶ What further innovations in Information and 

Communications Technology can cities 

utilize to further the cause of transparency?  

 

 The results of the NMPI indicate a 

trend in cities adopting emerging 

technologies, such as social media, to 

engage its citizens in an effort to be more 

open and transparent about governmental 

processes. While this index only focused on 

three such technologies, there may be more 

technologies that cities can adopt in an effort 

to increase transparency and empower their 

citizens with the requisite tools of 

accountability. As technology continues to 

evolve, how cities utilize new technologies 

to engage their citizenry could become the 
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linchpin in governmental transparency and 

continue to make city hall digital and 

mobile.  
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Conclusion 
 

The digital age has radically 

transformed the traditional view of 

citizenship. Citizens no longer need to travel 

to city hall to monitor and engage their 

governments; rather they can turn to their 

city websites, which have in effect taken city 

hall online. To say that the widespread 

adoption of the Internet has changed the face 

of what it means for a government to be 

transparent would be an understatement. 

Notably, for citizens, with transparency 

comes new ways to engage local officials, 

assess and compare their cityôs performance 

with others, and perhaps most importantly 

provide them with the proper mechanisms to 

hold their governments accountable. The 

National Municipal Performance Index is to 

be such a tool. Further, this iteration of the 

Good Governance Project takes into account 

how emerging innovations in information 

and communications technology supplement 

as well as transform the current notions of 

what it means for a government to be 

transparent. 

 

The NMPI differs from its 

predecessors in one notable way in that it 

adjusted the sub-variables and codebook to 

ensure adaptability in local governments 

across the nation. This extension also added 

the ICT variable group to gain a sense of 

how cities across the country perform as not 

only it pertains to the amount of 

transparency in their websites, but also to 

also gain an understanding of whether local 

governments are utilizing ICTs as a way to 

communicate with citizens. Thus, the hope 

is that this project extends the work of the 

GGP to include a fuller understanding of 

just what kind of services and information 

citizens can access through their 

municipalityôs website. While not a 

comprehensive list, the sub-variables chosen 

explore different areas of government 

affecting the lives of citizens, such as the 

newly included ICT sub-variables. 

 

When cities adopt these emerging 

innovations in ICT, it empowers their 

citizens to engage in new and profound 

ways. Not only can these technologies 

engage, but they can also help to provide 

new avenues for monitoring city 

performance. The ultimate goal of 

transparency, from the citizenôs perspective, 

is to hold those making decisions on their 

behalf accountable. Thus, any measures that 

improve transparency are simultaneously 

steps toward greater accountability in local 

government. With transparency, citizens 

have a greater opportunity to exercise 

meaningful control over their government. 

In order to do so, citizens first must 

understand how their governments make 

decisions. 

 

            It is the intent of the NMPI to help 

further clarify the developing picture of 

transparency in governments across the 

nation. As such, plans are to make this data 

and research available on the Good 

Governance Projectôs website 

(TheGoodGovernanceProject.com). Citizens 

and local officials can use the projectôs 

website to facilitate a dialogue to help 

transform democracy at the local level and 

strengthen municipalities nationwide.  

  

http://thegoodgovernanceproject.com/
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Appendix A: Best Practices 
 

The following section provides citizens and city administrators with examples of what a 

best practice is for each of the 23 sub-variables in this study. Although there were many cities 

that met the minimum requirements of the sub-variable definitions, these cities went beyond the 

minimum and should be goals for cities to match.  
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Information 
Sub-Variable: Strategic Direction 

 

Bridgeport, CT 

 

The strategic planning document for Bridgeport includes citizen participation. Additionally, the 

strategic planning documentôs goals show a citywide policy, which are not limited to a single 

department. 
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http://www.bridgeportct.gov/filestorage/89019/89751/94961/103639/MasterPlanofConservationandDevelopment.pdf 
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Information 
Sub-Variable: Performance-Based Budgeting 

 

Boston, MA 

 

Boston is a best practice for Performance-Based Budgeting because the performance measures 

are located within the most recent adopted operating budget, and the city relates budget 

expenditures to department performance. Additionally, evidence of Performance-Based 

Budgeting for each department. 

 

 
 

 
http://www.cityofboston.gov/images_documents/06%20Budget%20and%20Performance%20Goals_tcm3-50823.pdf 
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Information 
Sub-Variable: Performance Measurement Dashboard 

 

Plano, TX 

 

The Plano performance dashboard is an example of a best practice because it displays the target 

for each measure, as seen in the image below. It also includes easily read information about the 

measureôs trend, which allows for comparison of performance with updates within the last year. 

 

 
 

 
https://dashboard.plano.gov/en/stat/goals/single/iq95-q5c8 
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Information 

Sub-Variable: Digital Democracy 

 

Mesa, AZ 

 

The City of Mesa, AZ is a best practice due to the easily accessible city meeting calendar that 

included meetings from multiple departments in an archived format. It allows citizens access to 

view meeting details, agendas, minutes, and video with the option to export information in a PDF 

format.  

 

 
http://mesa.legistar.com/Calendar.aspx
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Information 

Sub-Variable: Digital Governance 

 

Kansas City, MO 
 

Kansas City is a best practice for Digital Government because of its 311 Service Request 

function. Kansas City provide online service requests, a map that shows current and recently 

completed requests, as well as other methods to interact with 311. 

 

 
http://kcmo.gov/311/
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People 
Sub-Variable: Strategic Workforce Plan  

 

New York, NY 
 

New York has a Workforce Profile Report that includes a detailed workforce analysis. It collects 

the gender and ethnicity of their employees. The report also collects the attrition rate of each 

agency in order to predict future labor needs.  With a detailed analysis of the city workforce, the 

government could develop appropriate personnel strategies to preserve a consistent level of 

service across agencies. 

 

 

 
http://www.nyc.gov/html/dcas/downloads/pdf/misc/workforce_profile_report_12_30_2013.pdf 

 

 
























































