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In Summer 2020, researchers surveyed local government officials 
on the effects of COVID-19. This brief examines the reported 
impact on public participation and local government meetings.

Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic has upended the sense of normalcy in our state and country 

and has altered how we operate in almost every aspect of our lives. Since March 2020, 
previous daily activities, such as going to restaurants, movies, or sporting events, have 
been brought to a halt. Local government meetings have also largely changed or stopped. 
Although changes in government meetings have had much less media coverage, they are 
arguably one of the most important changes made to public life in response to COVID. 
Public meetings provide residents with the opportunity to be heard, participate in policy 
decisions, and assist in setting the local legislative agenda. These meetings also serve as a 
sounding board for local government officials to understand how the public is responding 
to policy decisions or legislative actions. While many municipalities have the capacity and 
capability to transition their meetings online, neither the internet coverage nor technical 
expertise necessary for this transition is equally distributed across the state. Rural munici-
palities, in particular, may not have access to internet speeds sufficient for virtual public View this report online: 

https://projects.cberdata.org
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meetings. Even if municipalities have the capability to livestream 
these meetings, their constituents may not have the ability to 
actively participate if they live outside of the coverage area for 
high-speed broadband, lack technical expertise, or face economic 
barriers to afford high-speed internet access. Though there is clear 
inequality in access to high-speed broadband, understanding how 
municipalities have adapted their civic engagement to the new 
post-COVID realities could help us predict what aspects of digital 
civic engagement are likely to be efficient and result in a positive 
experience for the public.

Beyond a mere desire to engage residents, there are also seri-
ous legal implications regarding how Indiana municipalities 
handle restrictions placed on holding public meetings during 
the pandemic. In cases where meetings are held without pub-
lic attendance, municipalities need to be judicious in ensuring 
that they do not violate Indiana’s “Open Door Law,” which has 
specific language regarding when the public is entitled to attend 
a public meeting. Indiana Code (IC) 5-14 covers these rules and 
regulations thoroughly. Any legislative and policy action taken 
during meetings not adhering to the “Open Door Law” could be 
challenged if public access was not made available digitally. The 
potential legal action alone could justify the expansion of digi-
tal civic-engagement and access to the technology that makes it 
possible. 

Survey Results
From May 16 through June 26, 2020, Ball State University’s 

Center for Business and Economic Research, Indiana Communi-
ties Institute, and Bowen Center for Public Affairs collaboratively 
conducted a survey, COVID-19 Response: Community Resilience in 
the Hoosier State, in which we asked respondents questions about 
the impacts of COVID-19 in their community or county, cover-
ing topics from public health to capital expenditures. This brief 
will specifically focus on the responses we received to questions 
about the impact on public participation and local government 
meetings.

This survey was sent to municipal government officials, both 
elected and appointed, ranging from mayors to county recorders. 
There were three levels of municipal governments that we con-
sidered in the analysis of this survey: county, city, and town. Our 
respondents represented 80% of the counties in Indiana. Town 
officials were the largest represented group, comprising approxi-
mately 37.3% of our responses, followed by county officials at 
36.2% and city officials at 26.5%.

Though we do not know for certain if the 35 municipalities 
that neither cancelled nor rescheduled meetings held them in per-
son or simply did not have any meetings scheduled between the 
time of the Governor’s executive order and taking this survey, we 

do know that nearly 50% of those municipalities that had meet-
ings responded to the executive order and pandemic by simply 
cancelling meetings.

Were any meetings that would usually have been attended by the 
public held without public attendance?

Additionally, the survey results show us that almost 60% of 
respondents representing 54 unique municipalities indicated that 
their municipality held public meetings without public atten-
dance. If these meetings met the conditions requiring public 
participation as outline in IC 5-14, there could be valid cases 
presented against these governmental units for holding meetings 
without public attendance during the pandemic.  

Of those municipalities that did hold public meetings with 
public attendance, the responses in Table 3 reveal some proclivity 
to platforms that promote digital participation, either through 
live-streaming or social media. Two respondents revealed that 
their governmental unit did not make information available to 
the public, which has explicit legal ramifications under IC 5-14.

As the state reopens, does your governmental unit have a strategy to 
hold public meetings while protecting vulnerable populations?

On a positive note, a plurality of respondents indicate that they 
are making preparations to protect the public as the state reopens. 
When asked if the respondent’s governmental unit had plans to 
protect vulnerable populations while holding public meetings, 
101 (90.18%) respondents indicated they have plans in place to 
protect vulnerable populations. The most popular strategy was 
to enforce social distancing requirements, with 99 of our respon-
dents stating they would implement this strategy. The second 
most popular strategy was adopting an online or partially online 
format which received 61 responses, followed by requiring the 
wearing of masks during public meetings (49 responses).[1]  

It is worth noting that this survey was administered before 
Governor Holcomb’s mask mandate took effect and could serve as a 

Cancelled Rescheduled Neither

Since Governor 
Holcomb’s stay at home 
order on March 23, has 
your government unit 
canceled or rescheduled 
any public meeting?

51
(44.35%)

29
(25.22%)

35
(30.43%)

Table 1. Impact on scheduled public meetings
Source: Author calculations

Table 2. Public meeting attendance
Source: Author calculations

Yes No

Were any meetings that usually have 
been attended by the public held without 
public attendance?

67
(58.26%)

48
(41.74%)

1. Table available in Appendix.
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benchmark for local government official’s support of the mask man-
date. Our respondents also offered other strategies that they plan 
to use to protect vulnerable populations, some of which include 
renting a tent to facilitate social distancing, making hand sanitizer 
available, and requesting written public responses in advance. 

The 11 respondents who answered that they did not have 
strategies in place to protect vulnerable populations were asked a 
follow-up question to indicate why they had no strategies in place. 
Their responses were uniformly split between lack of resources, lack 
of professional capacity, and lack of technical capacity.[2] Three of 
these responses came from county officials, with the average county 
population being 17,349. The remaining 8 of these responses came 
from cities and towns with an average population of 6,736, suggest-
ing that smaller cities and towns may need additional support to 
implement emergency mitigation measures. 

Implications
This brief was written in a time of continued uncertainty about 

and fluctuation in the COVID-19 testing results and, as such, 
can provide valuable insight into the challenges local municipali-
ties face while dealing with public engagement for the foreseeable 
future. Beyond the current crisis, however, the findings of this 
survey could better prepare our state for future emergency events 
and help ensure our municipal governments can maintain mean-
ingful connection to their residents. Though we do not know 
to what degree Indiana’s municipalities were engaging in digital 
civic-engagement before the COVID-19 pandemic, the current 
pandemic has appeared to have pushed more municipalities to 
accept livestreaming or other virtual platforms as part of modern 
public meetings. Though it is apparent that digital participation 
methods can effectively be used to support public participa-
tion, the technology to support this option is not available in all 
municipalities. For full digital participation, broadband access 
would need to be expanded and steps implemented to provide 
technical training and/or resources to assist municipalities in tran-
sitioning their meetings either fully or partially online.

Responses that reflect a lack of public participation in meet-
ings or dissemination after meetings indicate the potential for 
legal challenges to policy decisions and local actions made during 
this time. Preparing municipalities to have safe socially distanced 
meetings or digital meetings could prevent or circumvent this 
confusion during the remainder of the current pandemic or dur-
ing future emergency situations. It could also be of use to prepare 
materials assisting municipalities in navigating their responsibili-
ties to the public during times in which public gatherings are 
prohibited.

 

2. Table available in Appendix.

Table 3. Mode of informing public
Source: Author calculations

How was the public informed about what happened 
during the meeting?

Newspaper 42
(28.57%)

Meeting was broadcast or livestreamed 50
(34.01%)

Social Media 41
(27.89%)

Other 12
(8.16%)

Information was not made available to the public 2
(1.36%)

Table 4. Existence of reopening strategies
Source: Author calculations

Yes No

As the state reopens, does your 
government unit have a strategy to 
hold public meetings while protecting 
vulnerable populations

101
(90.18%)

11
(9.82%)



© Ball State University Research Centers: Bowen, CBER, & ICI  |  4  |  CBER Project Library projects.cberdata.org

BALL STATE UNIVERSITY

Bowen Center for Public Affairs | 765-285-8982 | BowenCenter@bsu.edu | bsu.edu/BowenCenter | 
bowencenterforpublicaffairs.org

Center for Business and Economic Research | 765-285-5926 | cber@bsu.edu | bsu.edu/cber | cberdata.org

Indiana Communities Institute | 765-285-4912 | ici@bsu.edu | bsu.edu/ici

Credits
Photo Credits
Photos from Unsplash: Brooke Cagle 
(pg. 1)

Production Credits
© Center for Business and Economic 

Research, Ball State University

Authors
Jacob Ihrie, graduate research assistant, 

Indiana Communities Institute, Ball 
State University.

Emily J. Wornell, PhD, research assistant 
professor, Indiana Communities 
Institute, Ball State University.

Designers
Kelsey Myring, undergraduate design 

assistant, Center for Business and 
Economic Research, Ball State 
University.

Victoria Meldrum, manager of 
publications and web services, Center 
for Business and Economic Research, 
Ball State University.

More Online
Visit https://projects.cberdata.org to browse 
our library of research and data projects.

Appendix Table A2
Barriers to enacting precautions

Appendix Table A1
Reopening strategies

What strategies will be used? Responses

Adopting an online or partially online format 61 (27.73%)

Requiring masks at public meetings 49 (22.27%)

Enforcing social distancing guidelines at public 
meetings 99 (45%)

Other 11 (5%)

Please select the reasons why no additional 
precautions are being taken at public meetings Responses

Lack of fiscal capacity 3 (17.65%)

Lack of professional capacity 3 (17.65%)

Lack of technical capacity 3 (17.65%)

Lack of resources 3 (17.65%)

Other 5 (29.41%)


