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Summary

This report explores the defining characteristics and persistent challenges of local governments
in the legacy cities of the northeastern and Midwestern United States. Once thriving industrial
hubs, these cities have suffered decades of population loss, economic disinvestment, and decline
in stature. A central focus of the report is the issue of limited local government capacity, which
impedes effective service delivery, innovation, and long-term revitalization. The report analyzes
contributing factors such as fragmentation, staffing shortages, and technological gaps, and
proposes solutions rooted in cross-sector leadership, collaborative governance, university
partnerships, digital modernization, and federal support. It advocates for institutional reforms
that can equip legacy city governments to meet the demands of the 21st century.

Introduction

Cities have long stood as engines of civilization, cultural innovation, and economic exchange. As
centers of population, infrastructure, and capital, cities increasingly shape global trends and
national fortunes. Beyond their modern influence, cities are, at their roots, social and economic
entities.! They represent a form of human organization grounded in collective activity, dense
labor markets, and complex social networks. The change of the state of the American city over
time, how it may rise, transform, and decline, reflects broader shifts in economic and
governmental structure.

In many cities, especially smaller and economically distressed ones, the ability to craft and
respond to these shifts has been constrained by limited local government capacity. As
responsibilities for service delivery and economic development increasingly fall to local
governments, many legacy cities lack the financial resources, technical expertise, and
administrative personnel needed to adapt.

In academic literature pertaining to American cities, the concept of “legacy cities” has emerged
as a unique category. While there is ongoing debate about the precise definition of a legacy city,?
a general consensus defines them as a subset of distressed cities marked by persistent population
loss over the last several decades.® Webster and Tighe define the legacy city category as
“shrinking, Rust Belt, or post industrial cities... that have experienced sustained population loss
and economic contradiction.”* Geographically, most legacy cities are concentrated in the
northeast and Midwest regions of the United States. Many of them fall within the classification
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of “small” and “midsize,” defined as cities with populations between 30,000 and 200,000 that
were once economic engines for the middle class.> These are not college towns or suburban
satellites of larger metropolitan areas, but distinct entities shaped by their own histories and
infrastructures.® Their economies were built on manufacturing industries that provided
accessible, unionized jobs for immigrants and rural migrants alike, offering pathways to upward
mobility. In 1970, roughly 34 percent of jobs in legacy counties were in manufacturing. By 2016,
this number had dropped to fewer than 11 percent.’” This job reduction resulted in legacy cities
losing between 20 to 60 percent of peak 1940-1970 era population numbers between 1970 and
2010.% Many of these cities failed to replace lost industrial employment with new jobs, adding
jobs at a pace lower than the national average.® The loss of a core economic base has proven
extremely difficult to overcome. These demographic changes and devastating losses in the job
market are often accompanied by suburbanization and significant public disinvestment. '
Patterns of segregation and racial exclusion persist.!! Legacy cities now house a higher
percentage of the nation’s poorest and least advantaged residents as compared to the region
overall.'? The term “legacy” captures not just a city's past vitality, but also the lingering
consequences of economic transitions that have left it behind. Although the severity of the
decline varies, the trend remains consistent across many such places.

Small legacy counties o
@® Midsized legacy counties

Source: Brookings analysis of Moody's and U.S. Census Bureau data

As these cities struggle economically, they must also confront the social effects of prolonged
decline. In many cases, they experience a “brain drain” as younger, college-educated residents
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leave for opportunities elsewhere.!? This demographic trend drains not only talent but also civic
leadership and innovation. This stage has left a damaging feedback loop on legacy cities that
undermines local government capacity. As skilled workers leave in search of better
opportunities, population and economic activity decline, shrinking the city’s tax base. With
fewer resources, governments struggle to provide services, which further drives out remaining
talent and deepens the cycle of decline. While most of the research focus on the decline of these
legacy cities has been on private/ industrial factors, relatively little attention has been paid to the
impact of local government capacity on the functioning of these cities.

Understanding the challenges facing legacy cities requires moving beyond economic statistics to
examine the structural and institutional barriers that hinder their recovery. Revitalizing these
communities demands more than just recognizing their decline, it requires addressing the
capacity of local governments tasked with leading their recovery. Despite their proximity to the
challenges at hand, many local governments in legacy cities lack the resources, staffing, and
institutional strength necessary to respond effectively. As the next section explores, the issue of
limited local government capacity, rooted in fragmentation, outdated systems, and human capital
constraints, represents one of the most critical barriers to progress for legacy communities today.

The Issue: Limited Local Government Capacity

A key challenge facing legacy cities today is the issue of limited local government capacity.
Local governments in these communities are often expected to do more with less, and they
frequently lack the staffing, institutional strength, and technology needed to respond effectively.
Local governments play a critical role in addressing the everyday challenges that affect
American communities, and surveys show they are consistently more trusted by citizens than
their state or federal counterparts.'# In fact, many argue that local governments are better
equipped to respond to specific, place-based challenges and deliver results efficiently.!> Yet
despite this public trust and practical importance, local governments across the country are
experiencing a growing crisis of capacity and effectiveness. While some scholars see local
government as an independent and vital part of democratic governance, others note that it is
often treated as subordinate and under-resourced.!® This mismatch between expectations and
resources has left many municipalities struggling to translate policy goals into action, a broader
symptom of what some describe as a national “capacity” crisis.!”
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Staffing

Many legacy cities face the growing difficulty to recruit and retain qualified staff.'® The
vacancy-to-hire ratio in local government is nearly two and a half times that of the private
sector,!” and local governments often cannot compete with the private sector in terms of
compensation and career development opportunities.?’ Between March 2020 and March 2022,
local government employment declined by more than 300,000 workers.?! Furthermore, another
report found that out of 17 answer options for the question, “looking ahead, which workforce
issues are important to your organization?” over 80% of those surveyed answered
“recruitment/retention of qualified personnel with needed skills for public service.”?? This labor
shortage threatens municipalities’ abilities to perform essential functions and deliver services to
residents.

Deeper organizational challenges, such as compromised workplace standards, also exist within
local governments. Findings report that 30% of respondents in a survey amongst local
government workers answered that individuals working within their governments were acting
“without integrity.”?3 Local government employees also expressed frustration towards board
inaction and the board struggling to make legislative decisions or passing policy.?* Furthermore,
workforce instability is worsened by uncertainty around employee financial preparedness. 43%
of respondents answered “No” when asked if they felt their employees were financially ready for
retirement.? The local government workforce is also aging. In 2019, 37 percent of employees in
local government were at least 50 years of age, compared to just 28 percent in the private
sector.?6 Additionally, only 8 percent of government employees are under the age of 30.27 These
issues are especially acute in legacy cities, where amenities that attract young professionals are
often lacking, leading many to leave in search of better opportunities.?® As a result, local
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governments face aging workforces and persistent struggles to attract good candidates.?
Meanwhile, nearly 80 percent of new jobs are now created in suburbia, pulling talent and
investment away from urban cores.3° These staffing and capacity issues not only undermine
service delivery but also weaken trust in government. Many local governments also face strong
pressures to privatize essential services, a trend that can further undermine internal capacity and
accountability.?!

Fragmentation

Fragmentation significantly undermines local government capacity by dispersing authority
across multiple jurisdictions, creating inefficiencies and barriers to coordinated action. While
dividing policymaking responsibilities among various governmental units can limit concentrated
power and encourage competition and innovation, sometimes state or federal action can
unintentionally burden local governments.3? This is especially problematic when authority is split
both horizontally across neighboring local governments and vertically among federal, state, and
local agencies, resulting in increased costs, duplicated efforts, and intergovernmental conflict.3?
These dynamics give rise to what Feiock describes as functional collective action problems,
where the interconnectedness of services, policies, and resource systems means that decisions in
one area inevitably impact others, making coordinated governance difficult.’* Although city-
county consolidation has been proposed as a structural solution, such efforts have failed in most
U.S. cases, leaving fragmentation largely unaddressed.?> There have been at least 31 failed
attempts at consolidations from 1990 to 2006, in part because transaction costs, such as
coordination fees, increase with consolidation.*® This suggests that mergers aren’t a dependable
solution for fragmentation, and the issue must be addressed through more politically feasible and
adaptive mechanisms. In legacy cities, where capacity is already constrained, this fragmentation
exacerbates inefficiencies, dilutes accountability, and impedes the implementation of coherent,
large-scale solutions.

Technology
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Local governments also frequently struggle to adopt efficient technologies. For decades, local
governments have not kept up with evolving organizational structures, technologies, and
operational approaches, especially in legacy cities.” In the words of Kimberly Roy Wilson,
Director of the Office of Information technology and services for city of Cleveland, “local
governments have had challenges in the past with regard to funding and the ability to adapt to
technology because technology moves so fast.”*® Being behind technologically means that local
governments aren’t always equipped with the tools to conduct evaluations of the efficacy of their
programs, search for reliable evidence about program evaluation, and implement evidence-based
programs that have the highest chances of improving outcomes.?* Work to evaluate data and
policies takes the back seat to keeping up with immediate needs. In fact, 59% of local
governments surveyed in a recent study cited “lack of time for rigorous evaluations” as a key
obstacle to innovation.*’ Inefficient workflows due to outdated technology prevent the adoption
of more effective programs.*! Outdated technology not only hinders the efficiency of
government operations but also exposes municipalities to significant cybersecurity risks. For
example, in 2019, officials in La Porte County, Indiana, agreed to pay $130,000 in bitcoin to
dark web actors who had hacked their network.*> Moreover, 44% of global ransomware attacks
that took place in 2020 were aimed at municipalities.*

These challenges illustrate how limited local government capacity in legacy cities is not simply a
matter of funding shortfalls or staff shortages, but a deeper, structural issue rooted in
fragmentation, outdated systems, and a lack of institutional support for innovation. Despite being
well-positioned to address local needs, these governments are constrained by systemic
inefficiencies that limit their ability to adapt and deliver effective services. Without deliberate
investment in human capital, technological infrastructure, and intergovernmental coordination,
the local governments of legacy cities will continue to struggle with translating policy goals into
meaningful, on-the-ground outcomes. This failure to implement solutions reinforces public
distrust and that further harms local capacity and revitalization of these cities.
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Addressing The Issue
Leadership

To address these issues, key solutions must be examined. Strong, cross-sectoral leadership is
essential for reversing these trends and supporting revitalization.** As the ICMA notes, while
few quantitative tools exist to assess governance performance, effective leadership is often
reflected in a leader’s ability to resolve conflict, build trust, and lead a cohesive team.* This
emphasis on leadership qualities aligns with the model of the professional city manager, an
apolitical administrator whose primary responsibility is to ensure effective governance and
service delivery. Cities that employ the city manager position have an administrator who doesn’t
play a role in policymaking, instead focusing on day to day operations.*® This system allows
cities to plan beyond election cycles and prioritize service over partisanship.*’ New Rochelle,
NY has this system in place, leveraging its speed to approve an unprecedented 11,000 new
housing units since 2015.* More legacy cities may find similar success in implementing this role
within their governments.

Addressing these deep-rooted issues, such as the disconnect between governance and
accountability, administrative capture, and rigid fiscal constraints, is key to unlocking the full
potential of local government.*’ In this effort, transparency and open government initiatives offer
promising pathways to restore legitimacy and civic trust.>® One action item that may help is the
implementation of neighborhood councils, a means to encourage citizens to advise the
government on the issues that matter.3! For example, in Tacoma, Washington, eight
neighborhood councils operate under a larger community council to bring neighborhood
concerns to the attention of the city. The councils are inclusive by design — any resident or
business owner in the neighborhood is welcome to join — and they operate as non-profit
organizations.>? This system is an inexpensive way for legacy cities to include their communities
to make more informed decisions and hear the priorities of their constituents. Additionally,
participatory budgeting, where citizens are involved in the formulation and monitoring of
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municipal budgets, offers another promising way for direct constituent involvement.> These
options provide local governments with more means to connect to their constituents and create
policy that is more in line with what residents hope for their cities.

Attracting Talent

While local governments may struggle to attract talent for reasons outlined above, there is no
shortage of civic-minded people who might want a career as a public servant. One solution, then,
is to connect those people with the right opportunities. Govern for America (GFA) is a
fellowship program that aims to do just this, recruiting early-career professionals and placing
them in full-time, two-year roles within government agencies. By positioning these opportunities
as competitive and prestigious, GFA attracts top talent to public service roles that are often
overlooked by ambitious graduates. The program not only fills critical staffing gaps but also
provides fellows with leadership training, a professional network, and ongoing support through
regular check-ins.

Whether through GFA, a partnership with a local college or university, or some other means,
legacy cities should seek out innovative ways to recruit younger workers who bring fresh
perspectives, technological fluency, and problem-solving approaches to local government.

Partnerships

Beyond staffing, university—government partnerships offer another promising solution for legacy
cities struggling with limited capacity to innovate.>* Universities house experts with the skills to
help local governments design, evaluate, and implement more effective public services. These
collaborations can provide legacy cities with access to research, data analysis, and pilot program
support, helping them modernize operations and build long-term capacity while also giving
students and researchers valuable real-world experience. Ultimately, if legacy cities are to
overcome their structural challenges and achieve long-term revitalization, strengthening local
government capacity must be a central focus of policy, investment, and civic engagement.

When local governments have trouble providing services because of poor coordination, working
together through collaborative efforts can offer a solution. Participating in regional organizations
or developing informal networks can serve as bridges across jurisdictions.> The key piece for
legacy cities is that the transaction costs associated with joining such groups or networks must
remain low enough for the benefits to outweigh the costs.’® Collaborative groups can help foster
networks and social capital, which contribute to the development of self-organizing, sustainable
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solutions to metropolitan challenges.>” In legacy cities, where institutional capacity is limited,
such collaborative mechanisms offer a promising path to overcoming fragmentation and
achieving more coherent, efficient governance.

The success of the Hatch Act of 1887 offers a compelling model for strengthening state and local
government capacity through federally supported research infrastructure. The Act established
university-based Agricultural Experiment Stations in each state to increase agricultural
productivity, with oversight provided by an Office of Experiment Stations within the U.S.
Department of Agriculture. These stations proved highly effective; agricultural productivity near
them increased by six percent, demonstrating the value of federally supported-locally
implemented research partnerships.>® Drawing on this model, some scholars propose the creation
of federally funded “policy experiment stations” housed at universities in each state. These
centers would collaborate with state and local governments to evaluate the effectiveness of
public policies, adapt evidence from other contexts, and address the practical challenges of
implementation.* Like the original agricultural stations, these policy-focused institutions could
help bridge the gap between research and practice, offering state and local governments
increased analytical capacity.

The Agricultural Experiment Station at Penn State
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New Tools

On the other hand, with the future of local government expected to be digitally enabled, data-
driven, and community-focused, it is important that legacy cities are catching up to speed now.®!
Technology has the power to overcome some of the barriers to entry existing for America’s
municipalities, or, if not embraced, to amplify those barriers. As global examples show,
technological tools can dramatically increase civic engagement and accountability. Platforms
like "Fix My Street" offer web-based reporting systems for street-level infrastructure issues and
generate geo-referenced, public data to identify problem areas.®? Such platforms have seen
success in countries like Canada, Georgia, Germany, and South Korea. Because of the vast
diversity of local government structures, no single model of technological reform will suit all
communities.®* However, when designed to meet specific local needs, technology can bridge the
divide between local and national authorities, particularly where layers of bureaucracy hinder
transparency.® These innovations demonstrate the urgent need for legacy city governments to
embrace tailored digital solutions that empower citizens, increase transparency, and enhance
service delivery. At the same time, digital systems must be built with privacy protections to
maintain public trust.%® Kimberly Roy Wilson, Director of the Office of Information Technology
and services for the city of Cleveland, notes that implementing tech in municipalities is “more
about aligning your capabilities with what is a good fit for your community,” and while other
cities that may be tech incubators are ahead, it is important to go at the pace of citizens.®® An
example of successful implementation of technology to a legacy city can be found in Gary, IN,
where the University of Chicago helped the city survey more than 58,000 blight parcels via
volunteers grading conditions of blighted properties through a mobile app.®” Technology has the
potential to not only help legacy cities catch up, but lead with innovation.

Questions for Future Consideration

This report is just the beginning of the Institute’s work studying local governance. The themes
examined in this report warrant more study and development in academic and political fields.
One step forward is the re-establishment of the Revitalizing Older Cities Program at the
Northeast Midwest Institute, which will expand upon this work. Remaining questions are
abundant, and a few are outlined below.
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1. Most broadly, how can legacy cities design local governments that deliver results for
citizens in the face of the numerous challenges these cities face?

2. Even for legacy cities with similar population demographics, economies, and histories,
solutions must necessarily be unique and tailored. Which components of policy ideas and
best practices are universally transferable, and which must be adapted?

3. To what extent are universities and colleges in legacy cities engaged in local government
already? What role can they play in long-term governance support beyond short-term
pilot programs or research projects? And how can they play a bigger role in talent
retention?

4. What lessons can be drawn from successful civic tech models at the local level, and how
might they be tailored to the political, social, and economic conditions of U.S. legacy
cities, particularly with regard to funding and implementation?

Conclusion

Legacy cities in the Northeast and Midwest are at a moment of need. Once engines of American
industrial power and opportunity, these communities now face the challenges of shrinking
populations, disinvestment, fragmented governance, and weakened civic infrastructure. This
report has identified limited local government capacity as a central barrier to recovery.
Fragmented systems, outdated technology, and human capital shortages prevent legacy city
governments from responding effectively to the complex problems they face. Addressing these
issues requires focusing on what local governance can be: digitally modern, community-oriented,
and productive. Promising solutions, such as new technology, university partnerships,
collaborative networks, and federal policy experimentation stations deserve to be embraced.
Revitalizing legacy cities is about investing in public capacity to govern effectively in the 21st
century. These cities house rich histories and resilient populations, but their future will depend
on whether local governments are equipped to meet these challenges. Strengthening local
government is a foundation for economic recovery and long-term urban resilience.
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