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Municipalities have been measuring and collect-
ing data about citizen and community satisfaction 
for decades. And, while this concept isn’t new, the 
way in which we interpret and use the data has 
changed dramatically in the past 10 years.

Today, we recognize the data itself is useful 
only if it informs and supports decision making 
in meaningful ways. Data, for example, is valu-
able if it has synergies with a strategic plan (which 
in turn needs to have meaningful measures for 
tracking progress over time). Municipal leaders 
look to citizen satisfaction data to help set priori-
ties, set budget parameters, and plan strategically. 
Beyond mere numbers, this data can tell a story 
about where residents really want their tax money 
allocated.  Th e result should be a precise list of 
priorities, which if improved, will result in a meas-
urable increase in a municipality’s key performance 
indicator (KPI).

Methods of Data Collection
Before getting into the analysis and interpreta-

tion of data, consider the various methods of data 
collection – not all of which have the same degree 
of quality.  Th ere is, for example, a signifi cant 
diff erence between scientifi c data and anecdotal 

data.  Anecdotal data is often collected on an infor-
mal basis, such as the word on the street, public 
consultation forums, town halls, online surveys, 
community panels, and door-knocking on the cam-
paign trail. Th is kind of feedback and data can be 
valuable in that it helps to get a sense of the issues. 
However, this kind of anecdotal data needs to be 
quantifi ed and validated before action can be taken 
with any degree of confi dence.  

For the data to be considered scientifi c, it must 
be collected in a way that is representative of the 
population under study. A randomized approach 
that results in a representative sample requires 
knowledge of social science and statistical method. 
Beyond a show of hands or doorstep conversations, 
it’s become a specialized fi eld.

Historically, data were collected in a variety of 
ways, but typically involved door-to-door inter-
views, telephone surveys, and most recently online 
surveys. Th ere is debate about the representativeness 
of any one methodology and each has its own pros 
and cons. Suffi  ce it to say, a scientifi c approach to 
sampling needs to be included in the data collection 
process. To date, the best approach used for munici-
pal satisfaction surveys is a telephone survey that 
includes both landline and cell phone numbers. 
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Online panel methodologies simply do 
not represent the general population and 
do not have large enough representa-
tion at the municipal level to be used for 
purposes such as citizen satisfaction.  

Analysing Data-Based Priorities
Once the data has been collected, 

it needs to be analysed. Municipalities 
began setting priorities by relying on 
residents stating the importance of 
various services – usually in the form of 
questions along these lines: Using a scale 
of very important to not at all important 
(four-, five-, seven-, or 10-point scales 
are common), how important are each 
of the services or programs? Typically, 
when asking residents how important 
services are to them personally, there is a 
built-in bias. Does this really tell munic-
ipal leaders what is most important to 
citizens? It’s an important distinction, 
especially given finite resources, when it 
comes to driving their KPI higher. It’s 
no longer enough to simply ask residents 
about importance. Everyone will tell you 

fire services are very important. But, 
what does that represent in terms of 
useful data?

In the private sector, companies 
moved away from stated importance as 
a reliable measure of “importance” and 
started using advanced statistical mod-
eling to determine what drives their KPI 
(i.e., modeling the relationship between 
satisfaction with services and the KPI 
– overall satisfaction, likelihood to 
consider, etc.).  This has allowed organi-
zations to determine what is important 
in terms of driving KPI. Municipalities 
have been slower to make this transition, 
but those that have are in a better posi-
tion to make decisions about where to 
direct taxpayer dollars to really improve 
KPI.

Study after study reveals that when 
respondents are asked to state the level 
of importance of service areas, it does 
not mean the same thing as being cor-
related with or “driving” the KPI. The 
chart shown above plots stated and 
derived importance to show that, in 

some cases, there is overlap (conscious 
drivers), but in others there are items 
that residents say are important and do 
not drive KPI (top of mind needs) and 
in other cases there are items that drive 
the KPI that residents do not say are 
important (latent motivator).

Simply put, not all data is linked to 
KPI. And KPI may be driven by things 
that citizens do not rate as “important.”

Interpreting Data and 
Setting Priorities

There is, however, one final step.  
Developing a precise list of priorities 
requires splitting the drivers into those 
that have high satisfaction scores and 
those with low satisfaction scores. This 
results in a clear set of programs and 
services that have the most room for 
improvement (those with low scores 
become priorities). The best way of dem-
onstrating how this process all comes 
together is by taking a glimpse into a 
recent study completed for a mid-sized 
municipality.  

Several years ago, this municipality 
had an overall satisfaction score with 
their KPIs that had been stagnant for 
many years despite efforts to make 
improvements.

The goal was to provide absolute clar-
ity and an ordered set of priorities for 
improvement. Over the following four 
years, with the fog cleared and know-
ing exactly where to prioritize efforts, it 
became clear that improvements were 
happening.  

A follow-up study 48 months later 
found satisfaction levels among the pri-
oritized services had small improvements 
across the board. Furthermore, overall 
satisfaction scores, or KPI, increased 
by six percent, which was a significant 
improvement.  

This example highlights the key dif-
ferentiation between collecting data 
that doesn’t reflect actual priorities and 
today’s citizen satisfaction methods. 
There has been a clear evolution into 
actionable data that provides a roadmap 
for improving a municipality’s KPI and 
ultimately increasing the satisfaction 
levels of the community at large.
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Municipalities now know where to focus to drive the KPI 
higher. It should be noted the process of making improve-
ments is not always a matter of simply pouring more money 
into services. Sometimes it’s a communication issue. Let’s say 
a municipality has an issue with the cost of permits – costs 
are perceived as being too high by residents. Comparatively 
speaking, however, the permits costs in this municipality may 
be much lower than in any other community in the region. 
In cases like this, it is not about simply reacting to the data 
and lowering the cost to increase satisfaction, but rather doing 
comparative analysis to determine if perceptions are valid. If 
they aren’t, communication will be a better method of correct-
ing the misperception and relieving concerns.  

Time is a crucial factor worth mentioning here. You want to 
avoid the scenario in which things change before you’ve even 
analysed the information polled in your survey. Residents may 
then no longer feel like you were listening to them because it 
took your municipality too long to implement changes based 
on their opinions.1 A streamlined process using real-time data 

allows for informed decision making and the level of demon-
strated responsiveness residents genuinely appreciate.

The Evolution of Citizen Satisfaction
Th e latest stage of the citizen satisfaction evolution has 

been the integration of planning, allowing municipalities to 
capitalize on effi  ciencies in citizen satisfaction by ensuring 
cross-department input into design and wide distribution of 
resulting data. Questions posed by the economic development 
offi  ce will diff er from those of interest to parks and recreation 
planners, while data obtained for a strategic planning initiative 
could prove helpful for other projects and reveal synergies (or 
points of tension) across municipal departments. 

Much has changed since the fi rst surveys asked citizens 
for their input back in the 1970s. Municipalities that take 
advantage of today’s latest citizen satisfaction techniques, and 
combine them with integrated planning and a commitment to 
make improvements across all depa rtments, are far more likely 
to benefi t from data investment in meaningful ways. MW

1  https://blog.mdbinsight.com/does-public-polling-give-you-what-you-need-
to-improve-your-community.


