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Municipal Public Image & Incumbent Re-Election: 
What Every City Council Member Needs to Know 

A Practical Guide for Elected Officials 

Raymond Garubo, Ph.D. 

 

Executive Summary 

A city's public image is one of the most significant — and most frequently underestimated 
— factors determining whether an incumbent city council member wins re-election. Voters 
do not evaluate their local representatives in a vacuum. They form their political judgments 
through the daily texture of life in their city: the condition of roads, the safety of their 
neighborhoods, the conduct of city council meetings, the cleanliness of public spaces, the 
responsiveness of the mayor and city manager, and the overall sense that their community 
is heading in the right direction. 

Research consistently shows that incumbents in non-partisan municipal elections win re-
election at rates exceeding 90 percent under normal conditions — but that advantage 
erodes sharply when visible city quality-of-life indicators decline, when negative media 
coverage accumulates, or when residents feel unheard and underserved. 

This guide compiles the key findings, frameworks, and practical strategies every city 
council member should understand: how municipal public image is built, how it is 
damaged, how voters assign credit and blame to their local representatives, and what 
concrete steps you can take today to protect and strengthen your city's reputation — and 
your own political future.  

 

Section 1 

The Relationship Between Municipal Public Image and Incumbent Re-Election 
Chances 

1.1 Defining Municipal Public Image 
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Municipal public image is the collective perception that residents, businesses, visitors, 
regional neighbors, and the broader media hold about a city. It is not a single data point — it 
is a composite of many overlapping signals, experiences, and narratives that accumulate 
over time. Understanding what drives this image is the first step to managing it. 

The core components of municipal public image include: 

• Resident satisfaction: How happy are citizens with life in the city day to day? Do 
they feel services are delivered well, their concerns are heard, and their tax dollars 
are well spent? 

• Media coverage: Local newspapers, television stations, radio, and online news 
outlets constantly narrate the story of your city. The tone, frequency, and focus of 
that coverage powerfully shapes public perception. 

• National and regional reputation: Does your city appear on "best places to live" 
lists — or on news stories about crime, decline, or dysfunction? Regional reputation 
affects property values, business investment, and the kind of residents a city 
attracts or retains. 

• Perceived quality of services: Roads, parks, water quality, waste collection, 
emergency response times, and public facilities all serve as constant, daily 
referendums on whether city government is competent. 

• Civic pride: A community that celebrates its identity — through events, landmarks, 
strong schools, and cultural offerings — generates pride that translates into political 
goodwill for those who govern it. 

1.2 How Voters Attribute City-Wide Outcomes to Local Representatives 

One of the most important — and sometimes frustrating — dynamics in local politics is 
this: voters often hold individual council members responsible for outcomes far beyond 
any single member's direct control. This is called “attributional politics”, and it operates 
consistently at every level of government, but is especially pronounced at the municipal 
level. 

The reason is proximity. City council members are the most accessible elected officials 
most residents will ever interact with. When a pothole goes unrepaired for six weeks, a 
resident does not think about which department failed, which budget line was cut, or 
which state regulation slowed the procurement process. They think: "Why isn't my council 
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member fixing this?" When a neighborhood park falls into disrepair, the attributional 
instinct is immediate and personal. 

1.3 The Credit and Blame Dynamic in Local Elections 

Political science research on local elections has documented a consistent pattern: voters 
reward incumbents for visible, tangible improvements and punish them for equally visible 
decline. This is sometimes called the "credit-blame asymmetry" — and it is important to 
understand that negative experiences tend to be weighted more heavily than positive ones 
in voter memory. 

Key findings from the research literature include: 

• Incumbents in non-partisan city council elections historically win re-election at 
rates exceeding 90 percent — one of the highest re-election rates of any democratic 
office. This baseline advantage reflects name recognition, incumbent resources, 
and constituent familiarity. 

• However, this advantage is not invulnerable. Studies by political scientists including 
Jessica Trounstine (University of California, Merced) show that low resident 
engagement — often a signal of dissatisfaction — can erode the incumbent's 
structural advantages and open the door to challengers. 

• Research on the "personal vote" in non-partisan elections (Lucas, McGregor, and 
Tuxhorn, Political Research Quarterly, 2021) found that the relationship and 
reputation an incumbent cultivates with constituents is sufficiently large to affect 
the outcome of approximately one in four incumbent races — even in environments 
where incumbents broadly tend to win. 

• Voters who perceive city services as declining are significantly more motivated to 
vote, and more likely to vote for a challenger, than satisfied residents who may stay 
home. 

"The personal vote — the relationship and reputation that incumbents cultivate with their 
constituents — is sufficiently large to affect one in four incumbent races." 
— Lucas, McGregor & Tuxhorn, Political Research Quarterly, 2021 

1.4 Research Patterns: City Satisfaction, Quality of Life, and Incumbent Vote Share 

The Gallup-Sharecare Well-Being Index, which has surveyed more than 2.5 million 
Americans across all 50 states, consistently demonstrates that communities with higher 
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well-being scores report greater civic engagement and higher levels of trust in local 
institutions — a direct proxy for incumbent security. Cities including Seattle, Santa Monica, 
and Somerville, MA have pioneered their own resident well-being surveys precisely 
because policymakers recognized the link between measurable satisfaction and political 
sustainability. 

WE AT POLITICAL HARMONY CONSULTING SERVICES have for 20 years used our 
statistically reliable “Civic Assessment Survey” (http://survey.politicalharmony.us/) to keep 
in touch with constituents, identify and report any potentially troublesome areas of local 
government.  

The pattern is clear: when cities systematically track and respond to resident satisfaction, 
they create a feedback loop that benefits incumbents. Cities that ignore these signals tend 
to experience deterioration in positive image — until a tipping point is reached and 
dissatisfaction becomes acute and visible, often manifesting in competitive elections or 
incumbent defeats. 

1.5 The Role of Local Media Coverage 

Local media like Facebook and Florida Today remain the primary source through which 
most residents form their opinions about city government. Studies of municipal politics 
consistently find that the volume, tone, and framing of local news coverage are among the 
strongest predictors of incumbent approval. A council member who appears frequently in 
positive local coverage — announcing project completions, participating in community 
events, responding to constituent concerns — builds a reservoir of goodwill that is difficult 
for challengers to overcome. 

Conversely, negative media cycles — sustained coverage of potholes, crime spikes, code 
enforcement failures, or council controversy — create a powerful counter-narrative that 
challengers can exploit in campaign mailers, social media, and debates. Incumbents who 
are invisible or reactive in the media often find that the story of their city is being told 
without them — and usually not in their favor. 

1.6 Social Media and Online Civic Platforms 

The rise of neighborhood social networks (Nextdoor), local Facebook groups, Twitter/X, and 
online forums has fundamentally changed how municipal public image is shaped and 
spread. A single viral complaint — a photo of a flooded intersection, a video of an 

http://survey.politicalharmony.us/
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overflowing garbage bin, a post about an unresponsive city department — can reach 
thousands of constituents within hours and generate media coverage within days. 

Social media amplifies both positive and negative signals. Council members who actively 
use these platforms to share project updates, respond to constituent concerns, and 
humanize city government are building real-time public image capital. Those who ignore 
these platforms cede the narrative to whoever is most motivated to post — which, in civic 
contexts, is often someone with a complaint. 

1.7 Key Image Factors and Their Electoral Impact 

The following table summarizes the primary components of municipal public image, their 
visibility to voters, and their typical electoral impact when they improve or decline: 

Image Factor Voter 
Visibility 

Impact When 
Improving 

Impact When Declining 

Public Safety 
Perception 

Very High Strong boost to 
incumbent 
favorability; voters 
feel protected and 
valued 

Severe — crime or 
disorder is the single 
fastest-moving issue in 
local politics; challengers 
weaponize it immediately 

Infrastructure & 
Road Quality 

Very High Tangible, 
photographable wins; 
ribbon cuttings 
generate positive 
media and social 
sharing 

High — pothole 
complaints and failed 
infrastructure are among 
the most common drivers 
of constituent anger 

Economic 
Development & 
Business 
Climate 

Moderate–
High 

New businesses, job 
creation, and 
development signal 
competence and 
momentum; draws 

Moderate — business 
closures and vacant 
storefronts create a 
visible narrative of 
decline that challengers 
exploit 
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Image Factor Voter 
Visibility 

Impact When 
Improving 

Impact When Declining 

positive regional 
coverage 

Environmental 
Cleanliness & 
Code 
Enforcement 

High Clean streets and 
enforced codes 
signal a city that 
cares; property 
owners respond 
positively 

Moderate–High — blight, 
illegal dumping, and 
neglected properties 
generate recurring 
complaints and media 
coverage 

Government 
Transparency & 
Responsiveness 

Moderate Fosters trust and 
civic goodwill; 
satisfied constituents 
become informal 
ambassadors for the 
incumbent 

High — when 
constituents feel ignored 
or stonewalled, 
resentment builds and 
mobilizes opposition; can 
trigger recall movements 

Cultural Events, 
Amenities & 
Civic Pride 

Moderate Generates positive 
media, draws 
residents together, 
and associates the 
incumbent with 
community identity 
and vitality 

Low–Moderate — cuts to 
events or facilities erode 
goodwill gradually but 
rarely trigger immediate 
backlash on their own 

School Quality 
& Youth 
Programs 

Moderate–
High 

Families with 
children vote at 
higher rates; quality 
schools increase 
property values and 
attract residents 

High among families — 
school decline motivates 
residential out-migration, 
which permanently 
reshapes the electorate 
against incumbents 
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Key Insight 

The factors with the highest voter visibility — public safety, roads, and cleanliness — tend 
to generate the fastest and most severe electoral backlash when they decline. These are 
the areas where a council member's attention and responsiveness deliver the greatest 
political return. 

 

Section 2 

2.1 Why This Matters Specifically to You  

It is worth being direct about something: your political situation is different from a mayor's, 
and very different from a county, state or federal elected or appointed leadership position. 

A mayor owns the whole city's narrative. A county, or state legislator can point to 
Tallahassee when things go wrong locally. But as a city council member, you occupy a 
unique and demanding political position: you are close enough to the ground that residents 
expect you to know about their problems personally, but you share power with other 
council members and a city administration you do not fully control. 

This means two things politically. First, your constituents will hold you accountable for 
things that are only partially within your purview. Second — and this is the opportunity — 
your ability to be visible, responsive, and communicative matters far more at the council 
level than at any other level of office. Voters at the city level are not voting on ideology. They 
are voting on whether they trust you to take care of their community. That is a battle you 
can win through consistent, competent, visible service. 

2.2 Day-to-Day Services Are Your Political Lifeline 

The most politically consequential thing that happens in your city most weeks is not a 
council vote. It is whether someone's trash got picked up, whether the park down the street 
has working restrooms, whether the streetlight that has been out for two months finally got 
fixed, whether the pedestrian walkways are safe.  

This sounds unglamorous. But these micro-experiences are the primary way most 
constituents form their opinion of local government — and of you personally. A resident 
who has had three service failures in a year without any follow-up from their council office 
is a resident who is either going to vote for your challenger, not vote at all, or actively 
campaign against you in their neighborhood group. 
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Conversely, a constituent who reaches out about a problem and receives a prompt, 
personal response — even if the fix takes time — is a constituent who feels represented. 
And served. They become a story that gets told in neighborhood conversations: "I reached 
out to Koss’s office and she and the city manager  actually helped." That word-of-mouth is 
worth more than any campaign advertisement. 

2.3 The Gap Between Policy Outcomes and Public Image  

Here is one of the most important concepts in practical local politics: what actually 
happened and what people believe happened are often two very different things — and it 
is the latter that determines your electoral fate. 

You might have championed a major infrastructure project that genuinely improved your 
municipality. But if that project was completed quietly, without communication, without 
visible recognition, and without follow-up to the residents who were affected — the 
political credit simply may not register. The improvement happened. The image benefit did 
not. 

The reverse is equally true and more dangerous. A service failure that is quickly 
acknowledged, publicly addressed, and followed up on — one where you are visibly and 
personally engaged — tends to generate far less lasting damage than a failure that is 
handled bureaucratically, without a human face or a sense of accountability. 

The political lesson: your job is not just to make good things happen. Your job is to make 
sure people know that good things happened, who made them happen, and why it 
matters for their lives. Communication is not a supplement to governance. At the local 
level, it is governance. 

2.4 How You Can Actively Shape Your City's Image 

Council members sometimes feel that their city's image is largely outside their control — 
that the city manager is responsible and set by economic forces, crime statistics, or 
decisions made at the state or county level. That is partly true. But there is a wide and 
consequential space in which a council member's individual choices and communication 
strategies directly influence public perception. Here is where your power lies: 

• Visibility: Being seen matters. Attending community events, showing up at local 
businesses, walking neighborhood streets, and being a recognizable face in District 
Four signals that you are engaged and invested. Constituents who have seen you in 
person or interacted with you online are far more forgiving of policy setbacks. 
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• Proactive communication: Do not wait for problems to become crises. Regular 
newsletters, social media updates, and community meetings set the agenda and 
give you control of the narrative before others can define it for you. 

• Responsiveness: Respond quickly to constituent contacts — even if the answer is 
"we're working on it." Silence is always interpreted as indifference. 

• Coalition building: Partnering with neighborhood organizations, faith communities, 
business associations, and civic groups multiplies your reach and gives you credible 
third-party voices who can advocate for you and your city's progress. 

• Media relationships: Local journalists are looking for reliable, responsive sources. 
A council member who returns calls, offers clear information, and proactively 
pitches positive stories becomes an essential contact — and earns more favorable 
coverage over time. 

2.5 Practical Steps You Can Take Immediately 

The following four actions are the highest-return investments a council member can make 
in their city's image — and their own political longevity: 

1. Establish regular constituent communication. Commit to a consistent cadence 
— monthly email newsletters, quarterly town halls, and weekly social media 
updates. These do not need to be elaborate. They need to be consistent. 
Consistency builds trust. Let constituents know what is happening in city hall before 
they read about it elsewhere. 

2. Champion visible, tangible wins publicly and often. When a road project is 
completed, show up and celebrate it. When a park gets new equipment, post 
photos. When a new business opens in your district, be there for the ribbon cutting. 
Visible wins become part of your political story — but only if you tell them. 

3. Proactively address complaints and follow up publicly. When a constituent 
raises an issue — whether by email, calling the city manager. social media, or in 
person — respond with urgency and track the resolution. Better yet, follow up 
publicly when the issue is resolved. A quick post saying "A resident flagged this 
flooding issue last week — our public works team fixed the drainage this morning" 
does more for your image than ten press releases. 
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4. Build productive relationships with local media. Introduce yourself to local 
community and business associations, and newspaper editors. Pitch positive 
stories proactively — new investments, community successes, grant awards, 
project completions. Be available for comment on hard stories. A council member 
who is accessible and cooperative earns goodwill that shapes coverage over the 
long term. 

 

The Central Political Lesson 

Your city's reputation is your reputation. When residents think about whether their city is 
heading in the right direction, they are — consciously or not — passing judgment on the 
people who govern it. You cannot fully control every outcome. But you can control whether 
people believe you care, whether they trust you to be responsive, and whether they 
associate you with the forward momentum of your community. That is exactly the ground 
on which local elections are won and lost. 

 

Section 3 

Structured Breakdown — How Public Image Translates to Votes 

3A. The Image-Election Cycle 

Municipal public image and election outcomes are not independent variables — they 
operate as a continuous feedback loop. Understanding this cycle is essential for any 
incumbent who wants to stay ahead of it rather than react to it. 

Stage What Happens Political Implication 

1. City Image 
Forms 

Residents experience city 
services, consume local 
media, engage with neighbors, 
and observe visible quality-of-
life indicators 

This is the foundational stage 
— image is being built or 
eroded in real time, every day 
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Stage What Happens Political Implication 

2. Voter 
Sentiment 
Develops 

Accumulated experiences 
coalesce into a general sense 
of satisfaction or 
dissatisfaction with city 
government and its leaders 

Sentiment takes months to 
build and months to change 
— it cannot be reversed in the 
final weeks before an election 

3. Turnout 
Patterns 
Emerge 

Satisfied voters may stay home 
(complacency); dissatisfied 
voters are motivated to turn 
out; opposition groups 
mobilize around 
dissatisfaction 

Low-satisfaction 
environments tend to produce 
anti-incumbent turnout 
surges — the most dangerous 
condition for any incumbent 

4. Election 
Outcome 
Decided 

Voters render their collective 
judgment on city leadership; 
incumbents win, lose, or face 
significantly tougher margins 

The election result is largely 
determined by the image 
cycle of the preceding 12–24 
months, not the final 
campaign sprint 

5. Policy 
Mandate 
Established 

Election results signal public 
priorities; winning incumbents 
receive a mandate; losing 
incumbents' policy agendas 
are often reversed 

A strong re-election majority 
enables bolder governance; a 
narrow victory or defeat shifts 
the policy environment 
immediately 

6. New Image 
Cycle Begins 

The policy decisions made 
post-election begin shaping 
the next cycle of image 
formation 

Incumbents who win but fail 
to address the concerns that 
nearly defeated them rarely 
survive the following cycle 

NOTE: The most common mistake incumbents make is treating image management as 
an election-year activity. In reality, the image that determines your next election 
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outcome is being built — or damaged — right now, between elections, in the daily 
experience of your constituents. 

 

3B. We want you to win reelection! 

Our research over the years, working with consultants, professors, city council members, 
mayors, city managers, city attorneys, HOA boards and school boards, make us suspicious 
of inexperienced “change agents” running against you.  

Contact us to better manage your reelection campaign.  Political Harmony Consulting 
Services 

 

For a no-obligation consultation call or text:  

Ray Garubo  raygarubo@hotmail.com  321- 613-2355                                                                                               
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