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 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

In a county where trust is declining and division is growing, 
who and what cultivates trust, agency, and belonging? 
The Trust for Civic Life believes the answers exist within local 
communities and with the Americans who take part in them.

The Trust for Civic Life is a newly formed grantmaking collective dedicated to sourcing and 
supporting the locally led efforts in rural communities that help Americans connect, solve  
problems together, and feel confident in a shared future.

In fall 2024, the Trust for Civic Life partnered with SNF Agora Institute at Johns Hopkins University 
and Trust grantees to conduct its first Community Survey in eight communities to gain a deeper 
understanding of how civic life, community connections, and social trust are cultivated locally. 
This survey is the first step in the Trust for Civic Life’s five-year journey to build the case for greater 
investment in civic life and will complement future research planned in partnership with grantees.

Hundreds of community leaders were contacted through the trusted local networks of Trust for Civic 
Life grantees and participated in the survey, providing rare insights from parts of the U.S. where 
researchers often don’t have the access or opportunity to measure. The survey resulted in new 
insights that specifically represent rural communities, offering a fresh contrast to previous national 
polling and research.

2024 COMMUNITY SURVEY REPORT 

SEVERAL KEY FINDINGS EMERGED FROM THE SURVEY DATA:  

•	 Across every community, local trust is high, and national trust is low.

•	 Local context influenced who community members trust. 

•	 Taking action with other community members to achieve a specific outcome, 
whether around an everyday problem or a more formal communitywide issue,  
was strongly tied to feelings of trust, agency and belonging. 

•	 Meanwhile, merely talking with others was not correlated with those same traits.

•	 The desire to lead in communities was not tied to educational background. 

Based on the survey results, this report explores how engagement, agency, belonging, trust, and 
democratic norms manifest at the community level. This research effort offers a glimpse at what  
is possible if greater funding goes into fueling local, action-based civic opportunities in rural areas:  
a country where every American feels capable, connected, and has the opportunity to contribute.
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 INTRODUCTION 

About the Community Survey 
The Trust for Civic Life makes $10 million in grants each year to groups in rural regions that 
energize local civic participation and create opportunities for community members to build trust, 
agency, and belonging. Through its Civic Hub grants and Civic Entrepreneur grants, the Trust is 
committed to bridging the gap between national philanthropic funding and on-the-ground work 
happening all across the country–from small towns reinventing their identities after the departure 
of major industries, to counties overcoming generations of deep polarization, to Tribal communities 
developing the next generation of leaders. 

2024 COMMUNITY SURVEY REPORT

The Trust for Civic Life Community Survey was launched 
in October 2024 in eight communities across the country, 
each representing a different Civic Hub grantee network. 
Participants took the survey in the lead-up to the 2024 
presidential election when national politics and partisan 
divides were in the spotlight.

THE PURPOSE OF THIS SURVEY WAS TO: 

•	 Gather local insights from rural communities  
that are underrepresented in research around 
trust, agency, belonging, and civic participation

•	 Connect to hard-to-reach perspectives through 
relationships built through the area’s trusted  
Civic Hubs

•	 Understand who and what builds prosocial 
sentiments in local rural communities across a 
wide range of situations, histories, cultures, issues

To date, the vast majority of research into civic participation, 
trust, agency, and belonging has focused on the national 
level, with little data available about all these factors at the 
community level and, specifically, in rural communities. 
What’s happening on the ground continues to be a blind  
spot for national funders. 

Through this survey and future research efforts planned 
with its grantees, the Trust for Civic Life team wants to 
change that. By collecting local insights and data that are 
needed but not readily available to national philanthropy, 
the Trust is committed to exploring how and where national 
resources can have the greatest impact in rural areas.

TRUST FOR CIVIC LIFE  
KEY LEARNING QUESTIONS

QUESTION 01 

What conditions enable a 

community to develop trust, 

agency, and democratic 

norms?  

QUESTION 02  

How do communities create 

more civic opportunities 

that result in meaningful 

engagement, trusted 

relationships, and improved 

quality of life?

QUESTION 03  

What efforts, interventions, 

and practices most 

effectively sustain civic 

participation, develop 

the democratic skills 

of citizens, and lead to 

successful communities?
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 SURVEY METHODOLOGY 

Role of Civic Hubs 
Eight of the Trust for Civic Life’s Civic Hub grantees volunteered to partner on the Community Survey. 
The Civic Hubs are trusted and established local groups working to unite diverse populations, rally 
community members around a shared vision for the future, and create the conditions that make civic 
participation possible. Their partnership created a critical link between the survey researchers and 
rural communities, where residents are often skeptical of outsiders or national philanthropy. 

Participants were sourced using a snowball approach: 
Civic Hubs introduced the researchers to over 1,000 
community leaders across eastern Iowa, western 
Mississippi, the greater El Paso area in Texas, New York’s 
Adirondack region, eastern Kentucky, South Dakota, 
eastern Washington/northern Idaho, and West Virginia. 
Those individuals produced another 1,000 names from 
their communities. The final survey was sent to 2,150 
community leaders and their networks, and 584 completed 
survey responses came back. 

 
Eight Civic Hub grantees, each representing different communities across the United States, participated in the Community 
Survey. The survey was administered in fall 2024.

Survey Approach 
Survey researchers pulled questions from established instruments, including the Cooperative Election 
Study, the Current Population Survey on Civic Engagement and Volunteering, the Belonging Barometer, 
and the World Values Survey. The survey included original questions and questions and prompts 
from national studies about civic life, social trust, and agency, allowing the researchers to compare 
these local results with previous national ones. It intentionally leveraged baseline standards to 
enable comparative analysis. 

MEASURING TRUST
To better understand who community leaders and their networks trust,  
the survey measured: 

•	 SOCIAL TRUST  
Researchers applied the standard metric found in the World Values Survey and similar 
research to measure social trust—trust in other people, both close and distant.

•	 INSTITUTIONAL TRUST  
Institutional trust was measured using a modified Gallup Poll scale.

MEASURING CIVIC PARTICIPATION
The survey measured community interactions in the following ways:

•	 INFORMAL PARTICIPATION 

Everyday acts with other community members with clear outcomes such as favors  
or neighborhood initiatives.

2024 COMMUNITY SURVEY REPORT
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•	 FORMAL PARTICIPATION 

Leadership and structured involvement in civic 
organizations.

•	 DIALOGUE WITH OTHERS 
Conversations about political, societal, or local issues 
with friends or family, or talking and spending time with 
individuals from racial, ethnic, or cultural backgrounds 
different from one’s own. 

MEASURING AGENCY AND BELONGING
Researchers presented a series of original statements and 
those drawn from the Belonging Barometer to gauge agency 
(e.g., “I can work with others to solve community problems” 
or “I feel I can influence decisions affecting my community”), 
along with statements about belonging (e.g., “I feel like I 
belong in my community”). Responses were then converted 
into a numeric scale, and the totals for each respondent were 
summed up. The analysis included aggregated measures 
of agency, trust, and belonging and separate analyses to 
distinguish between each variable.

CIVIC LIFE 

The ongoing, combined efforts of 
Americans coming together to solve 
problems, take action, and create  
the future they want to see 

CIVIC ACTION 

Both formal and informal activities in 
which people collaborate with others 
for a specific outcome

DIALOGUE 

Conversations about political, 
societal, or local issues with friends or 
family; talking with individuals from 
racial, ethnic, or cultural backgrounds 
different from one’s own

INFORMAL CIVIC PARTICIPATION 

Everyday acts that range from 
exchanging favors with neighbors 
to collective efforts to improve a 
community or neighborhood 

FORMAL CIVIC PARTICIPATION 

Involvement in civic organizations 

DEMOCRATIC NORMS 

Unwritten rules, expectations, and 
values shared in a democratic society

AGENCY 

One’s sense of confidence in effecting 
change, from their personal life to 
community

BELONGING 

Feeling accepted, valued, and 
authentically part of a group or 
community 

Survey Definitions  

Survey Participants
All survey participants were linked to the networks of the 
Trust’s eight Civic Hub grantees. The majority of respondents 
identified themselves as “community leaders” with higher levels 
of local civic engagement, feelings of agency, and belonging than 
the general population. Respondents spanned demographics, 
educational backgrounds, and political identities, including 
Democrats, Republicans, and Independents.

PROFILE OF SURVEY PARTICIPANTS

•	 3 in 4 respondents report serving in leadership roles  
in their community

•	 Over 80% reported being involved in organizations solving 
community problems

•	 9 in 10 feel strong personal agency, particularly in solving 
problems in their own lives

•	 Two-thirds feel a strong sense of belonging in their 
community

•	 Participants showed near-universal support for democratic 
norms – willingness to accept election results, rejection 
of political violence, and upholding the rule of law – no 
matter a person’s background, political affiliation,  
or geography. 

2024 COMMUNITY SURVEY REPORT : SURVEY METHODOLOGY
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Key Findings 
Based upon the survey results, six key findings emerged: 

KEY FINDING 01

Trust is built locally
The “where” matters when it comes to building trust. Across every region surveyed, people 
consistently expressed high levels of trust in local institutions, such as schools, churches, and 
community businesses, and low levels of trust in national institutions, such as Congress and 
corporations. 

KEY FINDING 02

Rural communities are not one-size-fits-all
Local context influences who community members trust. When responses were broken 
down by individual Civic Hub communities, a clear pattern showed significant variations in 
the types of institutions people trust depending on the local context, such as community pride, 
culture, history, and unique divisions. 

KEY FINDING 03

Action over dialogue
Not all forms of civic participation are equal. Taking action with other community members 
was closely tied to feelings of social trust, agency, and belonging. Meanwhile, dialogue alone 
appeared to have very little correlation to these three traits. 

KEY FINDING 04

Informal participation has impact
Both formal and informal civic activities were connected to positive outcomes. Even 
informal civic action was tied to feelings of agency, social trust, and belonging. As long as the 
participation involved a person taking action with or for another community member, the 
survey results showed little difference between the impact of informal or formal efforts on 
agency, belonging, and social trust. 

KEY FINDING 05

Education does not decide who leads
Education levels did not significantly correspond with leadership. This finding adds new 
insight to previous research, which has indicated that high levels of education and income 
correlate to higher levels of civic engagement and leadership.

KEY FINDING 06

Community is the best reference point
Community opens the door, but politics can close it. Survey respondents of both parties were 
willing to share their thoughts on community life and civic culture, but there was a strong 
reaction to survey questions about politics, polarization, and partisan differences. 

The following section delves into each area in detail, examining key dimensions of civic life among the 
survey respondents—trust, agency, belonging, civic participation, and civic action—and patterns and 
connections emerging between them.

2024 COMMUNITY SURVEY REPORT : SURVEY METHODOLOGY
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 KEY FINDINGS 

KEY FINDING 01

Trust is Built Locally
Across every Civic Hub region, local institutions  
command far more trust than national ones 
Trust is often called the “glue” that holds society together, enabling cooperation and collective 
problem-solving (Putnam, 2000). Yet, the U.S. has experienced a substantial decline in social trust  
in recent decades, while positive views of government and political institutions have fallen to  
historic lows (Mewes et al. 2021; Pew 2023). 

The survey results reveal a consistent pattern across every geography: universal wariness toward 
wider institutions, outsiders, and those in the opposing political party, and very high trust at the local 
level. Survey respondents expressed trust in the institutions they interact with in daily life—the schools 
their children attend, the local businesses they frequent, and the information sources they know. 

This reservoir of local trust is an important finding for philanthropists. It confirms that local 
institutions, not national ones, are best poised to introduce bridging or trust-building  
initiatives in their communities.

HIGHLIGHTS: SOCIAL TRUST 

•	 Higher social trust correlates with greater civic action and belonging.

•	 Over 90% of respondents trust their family, neighbors, and local communities.

•	 Trust declines sharply for people of different political parties and strangers.

•	 A quarter of both Democrats and Republicans equally believed it is “very likely”  
that the opposing party’s supporters would resort to political violence.

•	 Perceptions of the “other side” as a threat suggest even highly engaged citizens  
are not immune to partisan fear and suspicion.

HIGHLIGHTS: INSTITUTIONAL TRUST 

•	 High Trust (over 60% trust a great deal or quite a lot): 
Trust in local schools, businesses, and police remains high, with over 60% of respondents 
indicating they trust these institutions either "a great deal" or "quite a lot." Overall, local 
schools ranked as the most trusted institution.

•	 Moderate Trust (around 50%):  
Local news outlets, medical centers, and religious institutions show a trust level of around 
50%. Most of the remaining respondents reported trusting these institutions to some extent, 
with few indicating they trust them "very little." 

•	 Low Trust (below 40%):  
Few participants stated a strong level of trust in any national institution. The military received 
the highest trust ranking, with nearly 40% of respondents reporting they trust it "a great deal" 
or "quite a lot." Less than a third of respondents expressed confidence in national news.

2024 COMMUNITY SURVEY REPORT
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n=527 |  Not surprisingly, survey respondents had high levels of trust in those closest to them.  
They also trusted others across most categories of difference. Survey question adapted  

from World Values Survey.

FIGURE 1: SOCIAL TRUST

NOT AT ALL NOT VERY MUCH SOMEWHAT COMPLETELY

2024 COMMUNITY SURVEY REPORT : KEY FINDINGS 

KEY FINDING 01 - CONTINUED

Trust is Built Locally

n=480 | Regardless of geography, communities had the highest levels of trust in local institutions.  
National institutions, at the bottom, have the lowest levels of trust. Survey question adapted  

from Gallup’s Confidence in Institutions survey.

FIGURE 2: INSTITUTIONAL TRUST

VERY LITTLE SOME QUITE A LOT GREAT DEAL
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KEY FINDING 02

Rural Communities are Not  
One-Size-Fits-All
Local context influences who community members trust   

Rural communities are often lumped together as a monolithic identity, but this is not the reality 
(Ratledge 2020). Rural America is vastly diverse across culture, race, religion, and ideology, with 
each region facing unique challenges, histories, economic conditions, divides, and successes. When 
breaking out responses about institutional trust in each Civic Hub region, there were clear variations 
in which institutions community members in those areas trust most and least.

Combined, survey respondents trust local institutions more than national institutions, but how much 
they trust local institutions varies by community. While more exploration must be done to establish 
causality, local context appears to play a role in who community members trust most. In both of the 
community examples below, each has unique conditions that influence institutional trust. 

Understanding local context will create solutions that address specific community needs. Rather than 
outsiders imposing solutions based on aggregate data, local community members with the expertise 
and understanding should drive the change. 

2024 COMMUNITY SURVEY REPORT : KEY FINDINGS 

DUBUQUE REGION, IOWA 

HIGH LEVELS OF TRUST IN 

POLICE, OTHER INSTITUTIONS

HINDS COUNTY, MISSISSIPPI 

HIGH LEVELS OF TRUST IN 

TEACHERS, LOWER LEVELS  

OF NATIONAL TRUST

IOWA

MISSISSIPPI
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FIGURE 3: TRUST IN DUBUQUE REGION, IOWA

LOCAL CONTEXT 

•	 Over 91% of the people living in the seven-
county region served by the Community 
Foundation of Greater Dubuque are white

•	 Global manufacturers like John Deere are 
major employers, and industries such as 
manufacturing, finance, and agriculture  
are key pillars of the economy

•	 The poverty rate is close to the national 
average of 11%

SURVEY RESULTS

•	 79% reported the local police as one  
of the most trusted institutions 

•	 Highest levels of institutional trust of  
all the communities surveyed

•	 Five local institutions—public schools, police, 
medical systems, businesses, and banks—
were trusted more than the top institution 
overall, public schools, at 65% 

KEY FINDING 02 - CONTINUED

Rural Communities are Not One-Size-Fits-All

DUBUQUE REGION, IOWA

High levels of trust in police, other institutions
Survey participants were sourced through the Community Foundation of Greater Dubuque, which 
serves a seven-county area in northeast Iowa. Historically, the area has been composed of mostly white 
residents. Yet since the agricultural crisis of the 1970s and 1980s, the region has seen an influx of more 
diverse communities, especially through immigration. This has led to racial and ethnic disparities and 
a lack of connection between longstanding residents and new arrivals. 

The Community Foundation of Greater Dubuque and its local partners have worked to create 
initiatives over 20 years to address these changes, such as Inclusive Dubuque, the Community Equity 
Profile, and the Better Together Committee.

2024 COMMUNITY SURVEY REPORT : KEY FINDINGS 

n=137 | Survey respondents in and around Dubuque, Iowa, had very high levels of trust in eight institutions.

VERY LITTLE SOME QUITE A LOT GREAT DEAL
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2024 COMMUNITY SURVEY REPORT : KEY FINDINGS 

KEY FINDING 02 - CONTINUED

Rural Communities are Not One-Size-Fits-All

HINDS COUNTY AREA, MISSISSIPPI 

High trust in teachers, lower levels of national trust
Located in the heart of the Black Belt, Hinds County has a rich agricultural and civil rights history. Yet, 
today people in the county are navigating food access issues, population decline, and healing from its 
plantation history. Many national institutions and corporations have left the community, failing the 
residents, but public schools have remained, and a local college, Utica Normal and Industrial Institute  
(now Hinds Community College, Utica), has trained high quality teachers for over a century.  

Survey participants were part of the Mississippi Center for Cultural Production network, based in Utica, 
Mississippi. This Civic Hub has empowered residents to come together to develop their own solutions 
to community challenges, such as creating a food ecosystem designed and run by community members 
and engaging youth to create gathering spaces that resonate with younger people.

FIGURE 4 : TRUST IN HINDS COUNTY AREA, MISSISSIPPI

LOCAL CONTEXT

•	 69% of residents are Black, and 28% are White 

•	 Hinds Community College is the largest 
employer

•	 35% of people over the age of 25 have  
a bachelor's degree or higher

•	 9.5% of residents live in deep poverty,  
almost twice the national average of 5.2%

SURVEY RESULTS

•	 Local public schools had the highest levels  
of trust and were the only institutions trusted 
by more than 50% of respondents

•	 Banks had the lowest levels of trust in 
response to historical policies and programs 
that excluded Black customers

•	 Lowest levels of institutional trust of all  
the communities surveyed 

n=29 | Survey respondents in and around Hinds County, Mississippi, had low levels of trust in most institutions, 
many of which have failed the community for decades.

VERY LITTLE SOME QUITE A LOT GREAT DEAL
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KEY FINDING 03

Action Over Dialogue
Trust, agency, and belonging are connected  
to doing, but not dialogue

One of the most striking themes from the survey is how tightly feelings of social trust, agency, and 
belonging are linked to taking action in one’s community. However, those same three sentiments did 
not seem connected to conversations, regardless of whether the conversation was with someone in the 
person’s immediate network or from a different identity group.

Social trust, agency, and belonging each had similar levels of correlation or connection to civic action. 
The same pattern emerged when measured as independent variables and as an aggregate of prosocial 
traits. While further exploration is needed to understand if causality runs both ways to form a virtuous 
cycle, a strong relationship is evident.

In recent years, the philanthropic field has increasingly invested in dialogue-based initiatives to bridge 
differences and build social trust, particularly with national organizations that work at the local level 
(Stiffman 2024). These findings support the theory that action plays a key role in building trust,  
creating inclusive groups, and giving people tangible proof of their agency. 

SURVEY INSIGHTS 
CIVIC ACTION VS. DIALOGUE

•	 Civic action strongly correlates with trust, agency, 
and belonging 

•	 Civic conversation alone does not correlate with 
social trust, agency, and belonging 

•	 While 90% discuss political, societal, or local issues 
with friends or family at least once a month, this was 
not closely associated with social trust, agency, and 
belonging 

•	 70% regularly talk or spend time with people from 
different racial, ethnic, or cultural backgrounds; this  
was not closely associated with social trust, agency,  
and belonging 

2024 COMMUNITY SURVEY REPORT : KEY FINDINGS
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KEY FINDING 03 - CONTINUED

Action Over Dialogue

2024 COMMUNITY SURVEY REPORT : KEY FINDINGS  

FIGURE 5: CIVIC ACTION VS. CIVIC DIALOGUE
Agency, belonging, and social trust were strongly correlated with civic action,  
but the same three traits had a low correlation with civic dialogue:

n =518 | Above, the angled trend line illustrates civic action has a strong correlation 
with agency, belonging, and social trust. Below, the flat trend line illustrates civic 

dialogue has a low correlation with those traits.
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KEY FINDING 04

Informal Participation has Impact
Both formal and informal civic activities were  
connected to positive outcomes

Responses indicate that formal and informal civic engagement plays a significant role in community 
participation, and both forms of efforts were related to traits of trust, agency and belonging.  As long 
as the participation involved a person taking action with or for another community member, the 
survey results saw very little difference between informal or formal efforts. 

America is experiencing many major changes at the same time: a growing partisan political 
environment, massive media disruption, lifestyle and consumption changes, as well as a shrinking 
number of formal civic institutions like church or volunteer clubs that used to bring people together 
regularly. When paired with patterns and conversations with Trust for Civic Life grantees, these 
findings suggest informal engagement may be a promising and accessible entry point that has been 
largely overlooked as a way to build greater civic engagement and include more people of various 
backgrounds in civic life.   

2024 COMMUNITY SURVEY REPORT : KEY FINDINGS 

SURVEY INSIGHTS  
INFORMAL CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

•	 50% exchange favors with neighbors  
at least once a month, compared to 20% 
nationally

•	 40% gather with others to improve their 
neighborhood—double the national rate

•	 The informality did not seem to change 
connection to feelings of trust, agency, 
and belonging

SURVEY INSIGHTS  
FORMAL CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

•	 82% participate in a civic organization 
addressing community issues 

•	 76% consider themselves leaders within 
these organizations 

•	 Survey participants report a level of 
local civic engagement that exceeds the 
national rate of 25%–30%

•	 Formal civic action was strongly tied 
to greater feelings of trust, agency, and 
belonging
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KEY FINDING 05

Education Does Not Decide Who Leads
Education levels did not significantly correspond  
with leadership

For decades, national polling and widely cited research have shown that those with higher education 
or income are more likely to be civic leaders and active participants in their communities (Gallup 
2023; Putnam 1995). While those studies have looked at responses from across the country, this survey 
looked at only rural communities to explore any contrasts with national findings. In the survey sample, 
many leaders are indeed college-educated with higher income levels. However, respondents with less 
formal education reported nearly the same levels of leadership, agency, and belonging as their more 
educated peers​. 

Structural barriers like time, money, or networks often limit who has access to leadership or volunteer 
opportunities (AmeriCorps 2021). The fact that those who were engaged in rural communities felt 
equally capable regardless of background suggests that individuals from all backgrounds are willing  
to step in as civic leaders when given access to opportunities. 

SURVEY INSIGHTS 
EDUCATION & CIVIC LEADERSHIP

•	 Individuals with less formal education held leadership roles at nearly  
the same levels, contradicting previous studies.

•	 Regardless of educational background, individuals engaged in action-based  
civic efforts had higher levels of social trust, agency, and belonging.

2024 COMMUNITY SURVEY REPORT : KEY FINDINGS

n=566 | Education levels did not significantly correspond with leadership roles, adding new insight  
to previous research indicating high levels of education and income correlate to higher levels  

of civic engagement and leadership.

FIGURE 6: LEADERSHIP IN FORMAL CIVIC ORGANIZATIONS



18 TRUST FOR CIVIC LIFE

KEY FINDING 06

Community is the Best Reference Point
Community opens the door, but politics can close it

In addition to formal survey responses, the team also examined the invited community members’ 
reactions to the survey design and questions. These reactions validated three points that will be 
important in guiding the Trust for Civic Life’s grantmaking. 

Community orientation resonates 
Survey results and participant feedback told the story of people eager and excited to 
talk about their local communities and their personal involvement. Questions focused 
specifically on community life were universally well-received.

Even references to politics can cause mistrust 
Conducted in the month leading up to the 2024 presidential election, the survey also asked 
questions about polarization, commitment to democratic norms, and support of political 
violence. The Trust team and academic partners believed these were important points to 
understand, as we believe that communities with a strong Civic Hub might have higher 
levels of support for democratic norms and lower levels of support for political violence. 

Fourteen survey respondents reached out to express strong reactions to those survey 
questions. While from different communities, all expressed the same message: they were 
willing to share thoughts on community life but were distrustful of questions exploring 
partisan division and democratic norms, which they interpreted as politically motivated. 
This is a subtle reminder to national funders and researchers that a community approach 
can open the door, while even the perception of partisanship or politics can close it. 

The influence of Civic Hubs
The survey successfully reached civically engaged leaders and community members in 
rural areas because of the eight participating Civic Hubs and their strong relationships. 
Acting as intermediaries, the Civic Hubs connected a new national grantmaker to the 
perspectives of Americans in small towns and rural areas that are not often represented 
in national research. The participation of these grantees confirms the Trust’s theory that 
regional Civic Hubs are central to getting national funding to the right local groups and 
building trust within rural communities.

2024 COMMUNITY SURVEY REPORT : KEY FINDINGS
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 CONCLUSION 

Supporting Local, Action-Based,  
and Community-Centric Efforts 
Like many national funders, the Trust for Civic Life is committed to exploring who and what cultivates 
trust, agency, and belonging in the United States. The key findings of this initial 2024 Community 
Survey Report mirror and validate the insights reported from dozens of Trust for Civic Life grantees 
across rural America over the past year. Below are observations for how these findings may impact 
where national investments can make a difference: 

 
Local over national 
Place matters when it comes to building trust. The survey responses reveal the stark divides 
in trust between close institutions and those farther away. Those in rural communities reported 
they trust local people and institutions but not national institutions. For national funders that 
want to support trust-based initiatives, this insight is critical. This work requires a local partner, 
not a top-down approach from an outsider. 

Unique approaches over one-size-fits-all
Who people trust varies depending on the local context of a community. When looking at 
levels of institutional trust by region, it is clear the area’s history, demographics, and unique 
challenges all play a part in shaping those perspectives. Understanding this local context through 
local experts will create solutions that match the community’s real needs and realities.

Action over dialogue
Simply discussing politics or civic issues is not enough—meaningful action is what builds 
social trust, agency, and belonging. Through action-based civic efforts, community leaders and 
their networks report high levels of social trust, agency, and belonging, feeling empowered to 
solve problems and collaborate on community issues. While dialogue programs have received 
significant support in recent years (Stiffman 2024), these responses suggest that action-based 
community efforts should be prioritized.

Community over politics
Rural community leaders and their networks responded positively when asked about civic 
life and community improvement. The Trust also received feedback that questions around 
democratic norms made people mistrustful of the survey’s intentions. Centering efforts on 
community interests and cohesion may be a more effective approach than those targeting 
political or partisan divides. 

2024 COMMUNITY SURVEY REPORT : CONCLUSION
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This survey is only the first in a series of research efforts by the Trust for Civic Life. There are many 
questions the team will continue to explore as a result of these responses, including:

•	 Are there further differentiations between various types of civic action? 

•	 Of the efforts that are building trust, belonging, and agency in local communities,  
what can be most effectively replicated in other areas? 

•	 When should conversation be part of the work and how can it be used as part  
of a holistic movement to support trust, agency, and belonging? 

The high trust inside communities should give America hope—the basic currency of cooperation exists 
locally. Neighbors are ready to talk to one another, help one another, and come together around shared 
goals (More In Common 2025). Despite a national narrative that would suggest the country’s divisions 
are too vast to bridge, the survey participants confirmed that, in communities, people are open to 
believing in each other and in their immediate institutions enough to collaborate, solve problems,  
and act together.

The Trust for Civic Life 2024 Community Survey results give us a glimpse of what is possible: a country 
full of thriving local communities where every American feels capable, connected, and has the 
opportunity to contribute. Increasing local opportunities for people to work together on action-based 
projects and efforts is not just a “nice to have” endeavor but a critical component for cultivating 
and reinforcing trust, agency, and belonging. Investing in local efforts that are action-based and 
community-led is a promising place to start.
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