An affordable citizen survey
now available for small cities

Withtheincreasing diversity, mobility, and hectic
schedules of peopletoday, eected officials, evenin
small cities, haveatougher timeknowing whether the
majority of citizensapprove of what they’ redoing.
Typicaly, asmall, voca minority makestheir wishes
and opinionsknown at meetings or hearingsbut do
they represent the citizenry asawhole? Most experts
say no. Tom Miller, president of the National Re-
search Center (NRC) in Boulder, Co. pointsout that
“motivated, intelligent, healthy, confident” peopleare
who elected officialshear from, not the“busy, shy, or
unwell” citizens. Infact, inthesurveysMiller’scom-
pany hasdone, they find that 85 percent of the
respondents have never attended apublic hearing or
goneto acouncil mesting!

For those e ected officidl swhowant toget a
moreaccuratereading of what the citizensof their
community think about city government, ascientific,
mail-out or telephone survey isthe only answer. The
problemisthat can bequiteexpensive. A private
consulting firm can run ashigh as $20,000; auniver-
Sty somewhat lessbut that' sbecauseit'salearning
experiencefor students, and both require quite alot of
work and planning onthe part of thelocal government
geff.

Withthoseissuesinmind, Thelnternationd City
County ManagersAssociation (ICMA) last fall
introduced TheNationa Citizen Survey (NCS),
described asaturnkey servicethat bringsprofessional
survey methodsto local governmentsat an affordable
price.

“We vefound that thereisalot of confusion
about the science of surveying,” saysChrigtine
Ulrich, ICMA senior manager. “Plus, it svery pricey
and can betoo much for small and medium-sized
governments.” Whilethesurvey isastand-aone
product, the organi zation dsoisplanning to offer the
NCSaspart of The Center for Performance Mea
surement (CPM) sincethe ultimate goal of thecom-
munitiesthat are participatingin CPM isto know
whether improved interna performanceresultsin
more sati sfied citizen-customers. Infact, thepilot
communitiesthat tested thesurvey last year are
membersof CPM. One of thoseisWatertown, N. Y.,
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(pop. 27,000), whose manager says hewas particu-
larly attracted to the" one-stop shopping” aspect of
thesurvey.

“Inthepast, I’ ve been resistant to surveys,”
admitsJerry Hiller, city manager. “ Thecost has
been prohibitivewith private consultantsso I’ ve used
theloca community collegetohelp us. But they aren’t
chegpeither andit’stimeconsuming.” Hiller notesthat
when the city worked with the college on acommu-
nity policing survey, heand hisstaff had to figure out
who they wanted to survey and what questionsthey
wanted answered. That required several sessionsto
outlinethe scope and numerousdraft reviewsof the
survey. Eventhen, thefina product inevitably missed
themark in somearess.

“Afterwards, youredizetheresultsdon’ttell you
everything you wanted to know and theanswer is
‘youdidn’ttell usto ask that question,’” herecalls.
“Wedid threerounds on thecommunity policing
survey andfinaly gotitright.”

How NCS works

Miller’ sassessment of the surveysthat many
jurisdictionsconduct confirmsHiller’ sexperience. He
hasfound that flawsrangefrominadequaciesinthe
selection of the sample and afailureto control for a
non-response biasto poor wording of questionsand
unclear directions.

“For example, not everyone responds so how
doyou fed confident that thosewho do respond
represent your jurisdiction asawhole?’ heexplains.
“What issaid to the potentia respondent hasimplica
tionsabout whether they will participate. All of those
thingsarevery important piecesbecause aflawed
survey can midead officia sabout what theredl
perceptionsof their community are.”

To addressthoseissues, theNCSisdesigned to
provide accurateinformation through astreamlined
and affordable process. Inthisfirst year, classesare
garting up every other month, which smply means
that agroup of communitiesarereceiving the
worksheet packet at the sametimeand that printings
and mailings, ideally, will bedoneat thesametime.
The packet includes everything necessary for the
community to customizethesurvey aswell as
worksheetstofill out with zip codesand carrier routes
for theactud mailing aswell asdemographicinforma:



tion such asgender, age, race, ethnicity, renter or
owner, and housing unit type, whichisused toweight
thereturned data.

A community choosesfrom acore set of ques-
tions, somewith many parts, which cover al of the
servicesthat most jurisdictionswould offer, resultingin
afinal 35 questions per survey. In addition, acity can
ask three” policy” questionsthat are uniquetothe
jurisdiction. Using thecity’slogo andlocal signatures,
NRC printsup the questionnaireand workswith a
mail houseto send out threemailingsto ascientific
selection of 1,200 residents, whichtypicaly resultsin
about 400 responses and aplus/minus 5 percent error
rate. A household will get anintroductory postcard,
and two mailingsof the survey and cover |etter over
the course of threeweeks. Thefive-page survey will
take someone about 10 minutestofill out andthere's
asimple procedurefor the household to decidewho
shouldfill it out. All responsesare anonymous.

Thesurveysthen are processed and analyzed
withafind report and normative comparisonsfrom
acrossthecountry. Indevelopingthe NCS, Miller's
company collected over 300 surveyswith resultsfrom
100,000 respondentsrepresenting 30 million Ameri-
cansin cities, counties, townships, and villagesfrom
around the country. By conductingwhat'scalled a
“meta-analysis,” adatabase of survey resultswas
created that provides normsto which other communi-
tiescan comparethemsealves.

Thewhole processtakesabout 18 weeks,
whichincludestimeto get feedback from council and
department heads on the selection of questions,
including the devel opment of thethree policy ques-
tions, to thefinal report. Thetotal cost for thebasic
packageis$7,500 athough there are seven add-on
servicesthat cost extra, including for example, in-
creasing samplesize, adding aSpanish version, and
comparisonto prior years.

Watertown’s results

Hiller sayshewas pleased with theresultsand
the processitself. By outsourcing, therewasminimal
daff timerequired.

Theonly delay inthe processwasfromthecity’s
s de because the council couldn’t decide onthethree
extraquestionsto ask. Ultimately, theresultsfromthe
optional questions have provided support for deci-

sionsinthree new areas. One question asked about
re-ingtituting bulk furniture collectionwith 60 percent
not infavor of it. Historic preservation downtown
received overwhe ming support inacommunity
without an organi zed preservation movement. And
therewasalso support for developing theriver
through downtown asatourist and recreation area.
Otherwise, Hiller saysthecity scored low wherehe
thought it would because of budgetary considerations
and highwhere hethought it would.

“We know we aren’t spending enough on our
infragtructure,” say Hiller. “ Thiswill probably influence
our capital budgeting processaswelook at whether
to build swimming poolsand tennis courtsor roads
and water and sewer lines. It helpsus make some
hard political decisons.” Inthemeantime, department
heads are using the feedback asabasisfor their work
plansand budgetswhilethe surprising satisfaction with
customer serviceiscausefor celebration, given that
city employeeshaven’t had customer servicetraining.

Hiller addsthat the normative databaseiskey to
theusefulnessof thesurvey inthat if thelocd fire
department getsan 85 percent approval rating, it
doesn’'t mean asmuch unlessother citiestypicaly
have ahigher or lower rating. And now that thereisa
basdline, Watertownwill do another surveyina
coupleof years.

Asaresult of thepilots, Miller saysthe company
has made several refinements, noting that thereisa
public relations piece of thesurvey aswell asa
planning and management piece.

“Thepilotsconvinced usit made senseto have
two separate reports, one on how your citizensrated
you and aseparate report on how your rating com-
paresto other jurisdictions,” heexplains. “Having
thosetwo documents gives ajurisdiction the choice of
emphasizing one or the other or both. It won't beall
good news so two reportsgivesflexibility in empha-
gzingwhat youwantto.” H

Resources:

For more information on The National Citizen
Survey, send an e-mail to nes@icma.org
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Worksheet #4 - Frequency of Community Participation

Jurisdiction Name

Question#9 on The NCSTM askscitizenshow many timesthey or other household members
have participated in various activitiesin your jurisdiction (see exampl e at bottom of page). Whilethere
arecertain basictypesof activitiesthat arerelevant for most communities, thesemay differinleve of
importanceamong jurisdictions. Thisworksheet alowsyouto select fromalist of activities, and
therefore choosethemost important for your jurisdiction.

Please select up to 13 of thefollowing 13 activities by placing acheck mark inthebox next to
each activity youwishtoincludeonyour survey.

Used ABC publiclibrariesor their services

Used ABC recrestion centers

Participated in arecrestion program or activity

Visited aneighborhood or ABC park

Riddenaloca buswithin ABC

Attended amesting of locd officiasor other loca public meeting
Watched ameeting of local officialsor other local public meeting on cabletelevison
Recycled used paper, cansor bottlesfrom your home
Volunteered your timeto somegroup/activity in ABC

Read ABC Newsdletter

Used theInternet for anything

Used theInternet to conduct businesswithin ABC

Purchased an item over thelnternet

Total number of checked activities selected (no morethan 13total)

Examplefrom Frequency of Community Participation questions:

Inthelast 12 months, about how many times, if ever, haveyou or other household mem-
bersparticipated in thefollowing activitiesin ABC?

more
onceor 3tol1l2 13to26 than
never twice times times 26times

Visited aneighborhood or ABC park................... oo oo oo oo oo

Fax or send packet of completed worksheetsto:
National Research Center, Inc., 1503 Spruce Street Boulder, CO 80302
Fax (303) 444-1145 - Phone (303) 444-7863 Contact: Heather@n-r-c.com
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