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Research Briefing
Community Surveys: Options for Collecting Data on Pubic Opinions in Towns and Cities
Summary



Many communities look to surveys to provide information so that they can understand public perceptions of residents relating to existing services and policies or to understand opinions on potential new services or polices.  This data is used to identify issues or to understand preferences for actions to address issues.  

Surveys can help assure that government is both efficient and inclusive. They help to assure that polices and actions are influenced not just by those who speak the loudest but also by the opinions of all residents.  By providing objective data, areas of agreement can be identified and these can be more quickly acted upon.  For areas where differences exist, the issues in the debate can be better understood and the constituencies on different sides of an issue can be described.  This information can help to make emotional debates more objective and ripe for resolution.  
While surveys provide the promise of faster and better decisions, not all surveys are of sufficient quality to be useful.  Some surveys, like those available to be picked up in a central location or included in local newspapers might actually fuel uncertainly rather than objective data.  Often such surveys are biased because not all residents have access to the survey or interest groups “stack” the results by recruiting survey participants.  .
The way data is collected (mail, telephone, etc.) is also an important consideration.  A properly conducted random telephone survey will provide reliable and accurate data. However, many citizens are unconvinced by the proven science of such surveys and others want to be heard and will be skeptical that they are not the ones that are randomly selected to participate.  Choice of a methodology must consider the reactions of citizens to the way data is collected. 
We encourage citizen groups to carefully review all their options before conducting a community survey.  Any survey will have its supporters and detractors, particularly those whose position is validated or not validated by the survey.  Survey data and survey methodology will be put under a microscope by those who seek to discredit the information it provides.  This means that citizen groups must act thoughtfully and conduct surveys using proven and rigorous methods. 
Option One: Paper Survey Mailed to all Residential Adresses


A survey is mailed to all residents of a given community. Often a postcard and a second mailing follow the first to assure a high response rate.  A higher response rate helps to assure that biases due to respondents being different than non respondents is minimized. 
Such ail surveys are popular because they allow all residents the opportunity to participate. 
Process 

1. Develop survey – typically 8-12 pages well formatted to make it easy to follow and allow verbatim or written comments.
2. Mail using commercially available address list (occupant) as this includes rental units and privately owned residents.

3. Prepare three stage mailing, initial survey package (letter, survey and return mail envelope), then reminder card and finally repeat survey package to non respondents. This will yield a response rate of 30-40%. 

4. Scan surveys using high speed scanner.

5. Tabulate results and prepare report. 

	Advantages


	Disadvantages



	All Citizens have opportunity to participate and feel their opinion is valued
	Accuracy may be affected by “non – response bias”, those who chose not to respond to the survey may be different than those who responded.  

	Overcomes skepticism about the validity of telephone surveys 
	Research experts may be skeptical about the results

	Allows more questions than can be reasonably included in a telephone survey
	Will be more costly than other methods for larger communities

	Encourages more thoughtful responses as compared to top of mind responses given over the phone
	

	Allows more complete written comments
	

	Non–intrusive. Respondents are not called on the phone and can complete the survey at their convenience
	


Option Two: Paper Survey Mailed to a Random Sample of Residents


Instead of mailing to all residents, a random sample is selected to be surveyed.  To achieve a target of 400-500 completed surveys, we typically mail to 1500 residences.  Again, a postcard and a second mailing follow the first mailing to assure a high response rate.
This survey is more appropriate for larger communities where the expense of mailing to all residents would be prohibitive.  

Process 

1. Develop survey – typically 8-12 pages well formatted to make it easy to follow and allow verbatim or written comments.
2. Mail using commercially available address list (occupant) as this includes rental units and privately owned residents.

3. Prepare three stage mailing, initial survey package (letter, survey and return mail envelope), then reminder card and finally repeat survey package to non respondents. This will yield a response rate of approximately 30-40%. 

4. Scan surveys using high speed scanner.

5. Tabulate results and prepare report. 

	Advantages


	Disadvantages

	Reduces cost of a mail survey for larger towns
	Accuracy may be affected by “non – response bias”, those who chose not to respond to the survey may be different than those who responded.  

	Encourages more thoughtful responses as compared to top of mind responses given over the phone
	Residents that are not invited to participate may feel left out

	Allows more complete written comments
	Research experts will be skeptical about the accuracy of the results and their ability to represent the larger community

	Non – intrusive. Respondents are not called on the phone and can complete the survey at their convenience
	


Option Three: Telephone Survey among a Random Sample of Residents 


Interviewers call a randomly selected sample of residents and collect their opinions using Computer Aided Telephone Interviewing (CATI) software. 

This method is likely to yield the most accurate and representative information.  However, many citizens are skeptical or unfamiliar with t the science behind random telephone surveys. 
Process 

1. Develop survey – typically 60-80-questions including multiple choice or open ended response questions. 

2. Develop random sample from telephone exchanges for the community. Screen out non -residents using a question in the survey.

3. Program survey on Computer Aided Telephone Interviewing (CATI) software. 

4. Conduct 300-600 telephone interviews.

5. Merge and weight the data to reflect actual demographics of the community. 

6. Tabulate results and prepare report. 

	Advantages


	Disadvantages



	Provides statistically valid and representative data if rigorous methods are employed
	Does not permit participation of all residents in the survey 



	Computer Aided Telephone Interviewing (CATI) software permits more complex surveys 
	The number of questions that can be reasonably asked verbally is less than that in a paper survey

	Can be conducted more quickly than a mailed survey which requires repeated mailings and waiting for responses
	Responses are more likely to be top of mind rather than thoughtfully considered

	
	More expensive than a mailed survey for a smaller community (1500-2000 residences)

	
	Intrusive. Residents may be called at inconvenient times


Option Four: Paper Survey Mailed to all Residential Addresses with Random Telephone Survey of Non – Respondents to Mailed Survey 


After mailing a paper survey to all residents, a random sample of non- respondents are surveyed via telephone. 
This survey approach is best in communities that want both broad participation among residents as well as data that is highly accurate and representative. 

Process 

1. Develop survey – typically 8-pages well formatted to make it easy to follow and allow verbatim or written comments.
2. Mail using commercially available address list (occupant) as this includes rental units and privately owned residents.

3. Prepare three stage mailing, initial survey package (letter, survey and return mail envelope), then reminder card and finally repeat survey package to non respondents. This will generally yield a response rate of 30-40%. 

4. Scan surveys using high-speed scanner.
5. Prepare telephone version of survey, program on Computer Aided Telephone Interviewing (CATI) software. 

6. Develop random sample from among non- respondents to the mailed survey. This required look up of phone numbers that correspond to addresses. 

7. Conduct 150-300 telephone interviews.

8. Merge and weight he data to reflect actual demographics of the community. 

9. Tabulate results and prepare report. 

	Advantages


	Disadvantages



	Permits the broad participation inherent in a survey mailed to all residences
	More costly than either a telephone or mail survey alone

	Telephone survey eliminates concerns about non- response bias of results, assures accurate and reliable results
	The survey would need to be shorter as the number of questions that can be reasonably asked verbally is less than that in a paper survey


Option Five: Web Based Survey 


Web based surveys have become routine and as internet use has become more universal they have become attractive alternatives to traditional methods for some types of research needs. 
While the methods for developing and fielding web-based surveys have become routine, web based surveys are currently of limited value as community surveys.  

The problem is twofold.  First, there is no central directory of internet addresses. It is not possible to identify the e-mail addresses of residents in a community and then mail an invitation with a link to participate in a survey.  Second, not all residents have access to the internet or are comfortable using the intent.  Internet surveys are inherently biased as low income respondents and the elderly are poorly represented in most web surveys.  The voice of these groups will be underreported in a web survey.  
Process 
1. Develop or acquire list of e-mail addresses
2. Develop survey questions

3. Program survey into web survey software

4. E-mail invitation to participants with link to survey

5. Send e-mail reminder to non respondents 

10. Tabulate results and prepare report. 
	Advantages


	Disadvantages



	If an e-mail list is available, the cost of a web based survey can be much less than that of a mail or telephone survey


	Acquiring a complete e-mail list for an entire community is an extremely difficult undertaking

	Results are available quickly


	Response rates for e-mail surveys are very low. Non-response bias is an issue that limits the representativeness of the data collected

	The survey is not intrusive, respondents decide when and if they complete a survey


	Not all residents have internet access or are comfortable completing a survey on-line. Some groups including the elderly or lower income respondents will be poorly represented in responses to an internet survey 



Option Six: Survey Inserted into a Newspaper or Left to be Picked Up at Locations in the Community


In this method a survey is inserted into a newspaper, printed as part of the newspaper or surveys are left at various locations to be picked up by citizens. This method allows participation but since not all residents will receive the survey and few will be motivated by such an approach the responses can and will be biased. 

Market Decisions does not recommend this survey methodology and does not provide support for communities that use this approach. 
Process 
A short, written survey is inserted into newspapers distributed in a given area.  
1. Develop survey – typically 15-30-questions including multiple choice or open ended response questions. 

2. Select newspaper for distribution area and market penetration.

	Advantages


	Disadvantages



	Low cost
	There is no way to assure that all residents receive the survey so many will be left out

	
	It is impossible to know the characteristics of those who had access to the survey so it is impossible to know who the respondents are and are not.  Who is, or is not represented by the survey results will not be known

	
	Response rates for surveys of this kind are typically very low so representativeness of the data cannot be known.  Normally those with strong opinions, a significant stake in the outcome of the survey or a lot of time are best represented in the responses, others are not

	
	Reponses can be “stacked” or manipulated by special interest groups

	
	Conducting this type of survey creates expectations that the data will be used, but the data is unlikely to be representative of all citizens in the town


