LOCAL GOVERNMENTS’ USE OF CITIZEN SURVY:

Brian Stipak, Pennsylvania State University

Samp]c surveys of citizens are increasingly advocated as
an important data-gathering technigue for local public offi-
cials. Two articles describing the value of surveys for public
managers appeared in 1979 and 1980 issues of the Public
Administration Review.' Both the 1980 annual conference
of the American Society [or Public Administration and the
1980 annual conference of the American Society for Puhlic
Opinion Reseach featured panel sgssions on the use of citi-
zen surveys by local govcrnmemsg According to the advo-
cates of citizen surveys, urban administrators should use
surveys 1o gather (1) factual information, such as data on
crime victimization, (2) information on citizen needs and
preferences, and (3) information on citizen satisfactio

levels and subjective evaluations of governmental services
Publications of the Urban Institute have recommended that
cities annually conduct such surveys,® and several promi-
nent cities have institutionalized the use of regular citizen
surveys within the performance monitoring process.

Faced with the attention, advocacy, and praisc given citi-
zen surveys for promoting responsiveness and efficiency,
urban managers may want lo know maore about how to im-
plement surveys[.jn'rhere is no shortage of advice. Unfor-
tunately, the advice comes in such diffcrent forms that
managets may have difficulty assessing its applicability and
utility, and even whegher the different types of advice are
mutually compatible{ Also, Little has been written describ-
ing the experience of those cities that have maost successfully
incorporated regular citizen surveys into the ongoing mana-
gerial processes. Whai, then, is the “state of the advice'" as
it currently exists in the literature, and what is the state of
the art as it is currently practiced?

Rules for Using Surveys

Those giving advice have displayed a remarkabie pen-
chant for enumerating *‘rules.’” Whatever their merits, the
rules provide a convenient vehicle for contrasting the dif-
ferent concerns and viewpoints of the rulc-makcrs.{f*l)_l_g
different sets of rules are presented below in a paraphrased,
abbreviated form.J

Hatry and Blair offer the foliowing rules, which I shall
call rules for the practical manager.’

(1} Ask questions citizens can answer.

(2) Obtain information relevant to governmental decisions,
and information about respondents needed for analysis
of the survey data.

(3) To monitor change over tune, use similarly worded
questions.

{4y Use professional survey help.

:15) Analyze and use the data.
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(As we see from these rules, the pract
focusing on the technology of survey i
nical help can be sccured as necessary,
oversight epsurcs Lhat relevant data sre abtained s o
tually used

Swidorski provides us with the [ollowing et ol ruies,
which are primarily rles for the technedogical mianager* »

(1) Determine what you want to know,

(2) Take adequate lime and get necessary assetanee for de
signing the survey instrument,

(3) Pretest the instrument.

(4) Sample only citizens from 1he tarpe! poputation

(5) Use an accarate sampling frame.

(6) Stratify the sample.

{7) Obtain an adequalcly large sample for the destred dewel
of statistical confidence,

(8) Do not use statistical tesfs that are nol approprinte to the
data.

The rules for the practical manager are Susic-
ally common sense, but experienice fdis shown
a need to emphasize these rules.

{In contrast to the rules for the practical suanager, mest o
these rules focus on the technology of surrey e b
Thus, the technnlogical manager believes thot e vabae of
cilizen surveys depends primarily on careful attrniioeg e
procedures for instrument <esign, sampline, and stativica!
analysisj

A set of rudes for the critical manager weve provided e
the author in another paper:’

{1) Do not judge program effectivensss havrd only o the
distribution of citizen responses to o subjestive e
tion or satisfaclion gueslion.

(2) Be alert for especially ligh or especially fow citizen ox
pectations for service levels.

(3)Lovk out for factors, such s widenpeead pubin
about the high cost of o program, hat s cise NIE
zens to give ncgalive evalualions denpite theis preoe
tions that the program ix ef fective.

{4) When comparing groups of citizens, ask o ot peen -
formarnce may vary within cach of rhe proups

—{5) Use multiple regression analysis (o compare evitluarion
of gronps that differ on demographic characteristios,
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(6) Recognize when confounded effects make it impossible
t0 use citizens’ subjective evaluations or expressed satis-
faction to measure governmental performance.

iUnlike the technological manager, the critical manager
does not focus on the technology of survey research. Ra-
ther, the critical manager recognizes the necessity of look-
ing beyond the technology of the data gathering process,
and beyond the face validity of the data, in order to inter-
pret survey results, especially data on levels of citizen satis-
faction or subjective citizen evaluations. Therefore, ihe
critical manager believes that the value of information ob-
tained through citizen surveys depends on careful interpre-
tation and analysis.,

Finally, Camille Barnett has offered a set of rules for the

¥ politically astute manager

{1) Know what you're doing

(2) If you don’t want to know, don’t ask.

() If you don’t want others to know, don’t ask.
{4) Never underestimate the power of a survey.

(ln contrast to the primnary concerns of the other managers,
the politically astute manager's main concera is to incor-
porate citizen surveys successfully into the potitical process.
Thus, the politically astute manager recognizes that surveys
themselves can create expectations for action, that survey
results can be used for specific political purposes, and that
surveys can be a powerful way to initiate change. The value
of citizen surveys therefore depends on the manager’s com-
petence not only in terms of technical oversight, but even
more importantly, in terms, of awareness of the organiza-
tional and political climate.ﬁ

Rules versus Proverbs

(The skeptical manager might wonder whether these rules
are sage and valuable, or instead are like the once sacro-
sanct administrative principles that Herbert Simon’s Ad

inistrative Behavior exposed as contradictory proverbs)
‘ﬁrr'r short, the skeptical manager would ask whether mana-
gers should follow any of the rules for being a practical
manager, a technological manager, a critical manager, or a
politically astute manager, and whether these rules are mu-
tually compaltible or contradictory.)

The rules for the practical manager are basically common
sense, but experience has shown a need to emphasize these
rules. For example, the need to emphasize the rule “‘ask
guestions citizens can answer'’ stems from the finding of
past surveys that average citizens have little knowledge
about most issues facing local managers. Similarly, experi-
ence has shown that there is often an over-zealous tendency
to collect myriad quantities of data that go unanalyzed—
hence, the need to emphasize rules 2 and 5. Finally, exper-
ience has shown that smail changes in questidn wording can
yield large changes in citizens’ responses, and that because
of the complexities of survey rescarch technology, and be-
cause of the effect on the credibility of the results, the use
of professional survey help is often desirable. Thus, these
rules do offer some sage advice.
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The tules for the technological manager are important in
that the manager should reatize that a highly developed
technotogy of survey rescarch exists which the statf in
volved in instrument design, data collection, and datn aval
ysis must utilize for the survey results to be credible. How -
ever, the technologial manzger goes too far in sanctilving
the rules. For example, rule 4 admonishes managers 1o in-
terview only the relevant citizens; however, constructing a
sumpling frame of a relevant subset of citizens is often im-
possible, and merely identifving the refevant citizens, such
as victims of unrepotted crimes, way require an interview.
Rule 7 admonishes managers to obtain adequately larse
samples for the desired level of statistical confidency, hut
the appropriale confidence ievel to choose is usually un,
clear, and in practice that choice is almost always arbitrary
Finally, rules such as rule &, ‘Do not use statistical losts
that are not appropriate to the data,” are mechanical repe
titions of commeon platitudes. These platitudes often should
be violated, and arc by sophisticated methodologists.”
Repetition of such admaonitions perpetrates the misguided
notion that technical soundness comes from following hy
rgte a simple set of inviolate Tules,

TThe technological manager, whe views the value of ¢iti-

zen surveys as dependent primarily on carefully fellowiong
technical rules, suffers from believing in a simple, wide-
spread proverb:

Scientifically conducted sample surveys tell us how the majority
really feel and think.f

As Swidorski enthusiasticaily states, “'It is possible 1o dis-
cover what people think about public institutions or pro-
grams, to allow people to rate government services and
make comparisons,among them, and to find out about citi-
zens’ priorilies.”"(;owcvcr, it is also possible for scicn-=
tificatly conducted sample surveys to produce “public (min-ﬁ»
ion’" data that age meaningless, artificial creations of the in-)
terview process.’)The appropsiate interpretation of even re-
liable and valid opinion data may be quile obscure. Tor
example, a high percentage of favorable evaluations or
satisfied responses cannot automatically be interpreted as a
positive result, since past experience has shown that citizens
and program clients almost always report high satisfaction
levels and predominantly favorable evaluations, even for
programs that are not effective.”® Also, careful statistical
analysis may be required to extract information relevant 10
policy making."" A study conducted by the Office of Man-
agement Services, City of Dallas, reported that although
non-white citizens consistently rated service guakity lower
than whites, multiple regression analysis showed this dil fer-
ence was attributable primarily to variables other than ¢th-
nicity, and no significant discrepancy in satisfaction due to
race therefore existcd."(’d}hus, citizen surveys can aid in
promoting responsive, democratic administration, provid-
ed that managers go beyond the techyological orientation
and become critical managers as well,

The critical manager recopnizes the necd nol oniv for
technical competence, but alsa for rigorousty considering
what the survey data measure. The critical rules heip in this
task because they point out seme of the important con-
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siderations for interpreting and analyzing subjective survey
data in order to gain useful information for decision mak-
ing.

... citizen surveys can aid in promoting re-
sponsive, democratic administration, provid-
ed that managers go beyond the technological
orientation and become critical managers as
well.

(Thc rules for the politically astule manager bring the
manager back to the reality that citizen surveys take place
within the political process] Failure to incorporate citizen
surveys successfully into the ongoing political process neg-
ates any potential value that the manager could realize from
surveys by following the practical, technical, and critical
rules. Thus, although the rules for the politically astute
manager may sometimes compromise the other rules—for
example, by sacrificing some technical cigor to satisfy po-
litical pressure to cut costs—they necessarily take prece-
dence. '

The Current State of the Art

Having examined the available advice for using citizen
surveys, interested urban managers would undoubtedly like
0 know about the state of the art as it is actually practiced.
Probably the most successful examples of local govern-
ments that use regular cilizen surveys are Dayton, Ohio,

wayon,

and Dallas, Texasil‘)ayton has used annual citizen surveys
since 1970. Dallas has used annual surveys since 1974, with
surveys in every other year employing especially large sam-
ples, and surveys in interim years employing smaller sam-
ples.} St. Petersburg, Florida, has also used annual surveys
since 1974, although budget constraints have now reduced
the frequency to every other year. Unfortunately, detailed
published descriptions of these cities’ applications of citizen
surveys are not available; however, managers desiring more
detail than presented below can direct questions to those
cities,”?

These cities contract with consultants, either market re-
search firggs or university-based researchers, for fielding
the surveyy Questionnaire design is considered more politi-
cally sensitive than data collection, and is done by city
staff, with a department of management services or an of-
fice of management and budgetl having primary responsi-
bility.jSometimes consuliants have provided help in ques-
tionnaire design, but once a city has initiated regular citizen
surveys questionnaire design becomes less difffigult, since
the same sct of core questions is used each limc.?:\fter the
consultants provide the survey dala Lo the city in machine-
readable form, city staff do the analysis, although som
analysis may sometimes be contracted out to consultants,
Analytical results can appear in a variety of ¢ity documenis,
including technical reports primarily used internally within
the budget office and other departinents, and non-technical
summary reports used by city ¢council members and avail-
able for general distribution.
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The surveys collect a wide range of dzlln.(Inl'l)rm:niun is
obtained on citizen egplacts with city dcpu:'rznf:nts. includ-
ing contacts resulting from citizen requests and (:urnplaim.ﬂ;)
Information on the ysg of services—such as Llnarivs,
parks, and municipal transit—is also coliected, as well as
data on crimc victimization. Demographic daia and hous-
ing data derived from surveys have been used to updaie
past census data; in fact, Dallas has found vp-to-date dem-
cgraphic and housing data to be one of the maost useiul pro-
ducts of annual citizen surveys. Finally, these cities use
surveys to obtain a variety of opinions, cvaluations, and
satisfaction ratings concerning the city, local sersices, fuy
levels, respondents' neighborhoods, and personal safety.

Special-purpose surveys are sometimes vsed Gy provide
information that augments the information obtained from
genreral citizen surveys. Besides the annual, peaeial-purproee
City_Profile Survey, Dailas conducts a Rusiness Prolile
Survey. Interviews with a slratificd sample ol manapers
form a varicty of firms in the city ure used to assess the of -
fectiveness of city service delivery to the business connii-
nity. In addition, surveys of users of city facilities, roch o
libraries and parks, arc used to obtain information tor oyl
ugting specific prograins,

Managers in these cilies appear Lo view citizen survevs s
a4 way to link governmental performange riene closely to
government’s 'feustomers,'’ the cilizcns)LAc the city man
ager of Dallas has stated, ““Nobody whao js i businee
would think of deing anything if they did ol understaned
their market.""?ﬁ Dallas cach department is accountatic
cach year to show what was done to reapond to the Ciy
Profile Survey, and salary increases for some depaglmenl
directors have been based partially on survev resolesgd Do -
ton has exiensively used survey data to establish per{oi-
mance objectives. Performance objectives staled in annuat
budget and policy documents have included increasing the
percentage of residents who rate their neighborlioad as do-
sirable, increasing feclings of safety, and incrensing satis
faction with parks, streets, and other local public tacilitics.
Even the city manager's office is not exemyt fram wrch per -
formance objectives, since one stated performance objuve-
tive of the city manager's office was 10 cnsute 80 pereem
sgtisfaction with resolution of citizen compludns.'®
?Bcsidcs using data on satisfaction levels and subjective
evaluations for establishing performance objectives, satiy
faction and evaluaton data are used fo compare services
and to make comparisons over time A Dadlas Office of
Management Services report used averages on o Ladider
rating scale 1o rank 17 different city services, and le con-
pare that ranking to the ranking obtained in the prioy
year.' A Si. Petersburg Department of Budger and Man-
agement report compared cilizen ratings of 1R municipa!
services over a four-year period."” Changes in ratings oves
time are typically interpreted as the result of ity programs
or of changes in service levels, A Dayton Office of Man
agement and Budget docement attributed improved fevl
ings of safety to alocal crine prevention program, reduced
police response time, and other police departinent inprese
ments, {n the other band, that doauanent ateribated o de-
crease in cirtzen satisiaction with «reet eleaning to the
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ment."{In this way, satisfaction data are used as evidence o
program success and of the need lor serviee improvements

In addition 10 their use for performance maonitoring and
for establishing performance ohjectives, data on citizen
opinions, satisfaction, and evaluatigns are sometimes used
in making specific policy decisions| Afier the City Profile
Survey discovered considerable citizén concern about deter-
iorating housing, Dallas officials designated more funds for
code enforcement and instituted a home repair training
program.}In another example, Dallas council members ap-
proved a rale increase for the local public utility after
survey results showed city residents preferred higher rates
to lower service. Sometimes survey findings have led to fi-
nancial savings. In one case, lighting along major Dallas
thoroughfares was reduced, and neighborhood street light-
ing was increased, after survey data showed greater citizen
concern for street lighting in neighborhoods than on major
thoroughfares. The result was a $100,000 savings in operat-
ing costs, as well as a marked increase Lhe next year in citi-
zen satisfaction with neighborhood sirect lighting. In
another case, Dayton had been spending large sums on up-
grading and cleaning back alleys, but when survey results
showed no perceived improvement from the point of view
of citizens the program was terminated.'

growin.f out-of-service time of the old street sweeper equip-

Managers . .. appear to view citizen surveys
as a way to link governmental performance
more closely to government’s ‘customers,’ the
citizens.

Officials in these cities do not, however, rotely follow
citizen opinions as determined through surveys}For cxam-
ple, although a Dallas survey found citizens winted larger
city expenditures for brush collection, the city manager’s
subsequent budget recommendatiqn was to cut back city
funds and to institute user charges{ Thus, managers in these
cities recognize that survey data are only one input into the
decision-making process, and that survey results cannot re-
placg professional judgment that considers ather factors as
w_gi][j

(Thc political uses of citizen surveys int these citics create
both difficullics and opportunities for city managers.
Sometimes interest gmfs use survey results to support

their particular demands.) For instance, data fron the Dai-
las City Profile Survey, which showed discrepancies among
different groups’ satisfaction with city services, was used as
additional support for a lawsuit cancerning the quality of
services provided in minority areas. Another political real-
ity managers face is the need to present survey results in a
stmple manner to the city counci), which may constrain the
scope of the statistical analysis.{On the other hand, mana-
Bers usc survey resulls to support their budget recommen-
dations to the council, as well as to establish performance
objectijpes Lo increase the accountability of city depart-
ments{ Also, survey data help managers in dealing with in-
tergavernmcital relations. Daltas has used up-to-date deni-
ographic data from the City Profile Survey 1o challenge
revenue sharing allocations based on old census data, and
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survey resulls have proved valuable for preparing applica-
tons for community development hlock wants o for
meeting citizen participation ruquircmunls)

pubnladbll SLLRAA! L

The Fulure State of the Agt

Basea on the rules Tar the practival, technologicnl,
politically astute managers, tie current state of the art e
exists in those cities having most sueeessfully adopted oo
lar citizen surveys is highly developed. Useful data e ob
tained following accepred procedures of survey research
technology, Managers astutely use survey data, and ciziaen
surveys are an accepted part of the angoing political pro.
cess. Given this suceess, the current state of the 4i1 in thewe
cities is likely to be the futare state of the art for otiser i
dle to large size cities that commil comparable finoncial 1o
sources (o regukr citizen survevs, ™

New advanceraenis in the srate of the arl are st oo
ble for the analysis and interpretation of subjective NTEAREN
data—the primary conicern of the criticsl manager. Cvirent
procedures for analysing citioens' opinions, evaluations,
and satisfactinn levels primarily invelve comparing o
guency disiributions over finte, across services, and o
LN QCross service areas or demepraphic groups, [nto
ences drawn frons one or twe year Compaaisons over [
for the same service are prohably least likely to by ey,
leading, whereas longer-tery comparisons and CORPTE-
SONS ACToss service arcas o demographic groups e inore
subject {0 spurious intcrprctalions(‘f\s the state of the art
advances, analyfical staff in those cities al the Tore(ron: of
using cHizen surveys will consider more critivally the tsoues
nvolved in interpreting satisfaction and evaluation ratipg,
and will employ gtatistical technigues for avoiding SENTICE
in[crprctations.”)

Stalf reports in those citics at the forefrant fodav ofren
do reflect considerable sophistication in interpreting surves
data. A Dayton reporl investipated the reasons sopw o
dents do not feel safe while walking i 1heir neighbaorhood ..
found that less than hall of those residents attribired (i,
anxiety (o victimizations expericnced by theimselves o
friends, and concluded that “convern for STty i et
precipitated by a general fear rather than actund e e
ces. ¥ [Whether correct or incorrect, this interpaetiation
does reveal an awareness of how the meaning ol suhjective
indicaters depends on their causes and on their relal Franshin
i objective conditions, sich as actuul experiences and o
tual service performaicy.

Finally, the politicalty astute manaper might want o re-
mind us that interpretations and analyses of survy (s
take place in a political context and can serve polisanl
pases—even the manager’s. A Davion report suggreste thal
a decrease in citizen satis{aetion with street cleanmy “'re.
(lects how jnadequate capital cquipiment stack ¢ and =il
affect service quality,” " therchy balstering argements 1o
capital putlavs ti(' city mynager probably already cone

sidered necessary® Managers - hould espect (0 cleeane
politicalty motivated interpreingions of suresy jeanitag hies
ever, the analytical capabilitiec of their stalt i wometines

helpr mapapers deal with troublicrie e fer interpeta
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tions} In response to the lawsuit, mentioned earlier, that
Dallas became involved in concerning scrvice gquality pro-
vided in minority arcas, city staff undertook statistical
analyses which reportedly Tound that no significant dis-
crepancy in safisfaction existed duc to race. Thus, new ad-
vances in the state of the art for interpreting and analyzing
survey data will become embroiled in the occasional turbu-
lence af the political process, but also will provide more
valid and useful information for decision making.
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