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Memorandum

February 7, 2012

To:
Metro Council


Suzanne Flynn, Metro Auditor

From:
Jim Middaugh, Communications Director

Re:
Opt In project update

At your work session on Tuesday, February 14, staff will provide an update about Opt In, which was launched almost exactly one year ago. The goals of the project are to:

Improve the number, representation and diversity of comments received

Increase the ease of public participation

Reduce the cost and time required for people to participate

Increase Metro’s understanding of regional values via a large scale, ongoing public engagement tool

During its first year of operation, Opt In made substantial progress in achieving each of these goals and helped Metro establish better relationships with communities who are not likely to use online tools. Specifically, Opt In is providing more comments from a more diverse group of people than Metro has ever received in the past.  Opt In also is providing more data about the people who participate than Metro has ever received.

Opt In is generating comments at a cost that is significantly lower than traditional public involvement techniques. Opt In panel recruitment tactics have improved Metro’s relationships with typically underrepresented communities.  And, the nearly 11,000 email addresses of Opt In members provide a unique opportunity to not only solicit opinions and comments, but also to educate panel members about regional policies and programs.  Finally, because the panel is growing, Opt In is close to being able to generate samples of opinion that are scientifically representative of each of the three counties in the region.

Staff recommends continuing to invest in Opt In.  Key recommended improvements described in the attached report include: additional outreach to improve demographic representation; improved feedback to panel members about how surveys are used; better survey alignment with project and policy decisions; and improved survey development and review processes.

The attached report provides an overview of the project’s first year, including panel demographics and recruitment efforts, project costs, survey results, lessons learned and an overview of proposed next steps.  I look forward to the upcoming work session and to answering your questions.

OPt in project update
Background

Opt In, the online opinion panel, launched almost exactly one year ago.  The decision to create Opt In was in response to focus group participants’ views, quantitative research about public engagement, the September 2010 audit report about Metro’s public engagement work, staff observations, and Council direction.  

The goals of the project are to:


Improve the number, representation and diversity of comments received


Increase the ease of public participation in Metro programs and decisions

Reduce the cost and time required for people to participate

Increase Metro’s understanding of regional values via a large scale, ongoing public engagement tool

During its first year of operation Opt In made substantial progress in achieving each of these goals and helped Metro establish better relationships with communities who are not likely to use online tools.

Demographic representation and diversity of comments
Nearly 11,000 people are members of the Opt In panel and more continue to join every day. The goal for year one was 10,000 members.  The demographic makeup of the Opt In panel compared with the demographic makeup of the entirety of Clackamas, Multnomah and Washington counties are updated on a real-time basis online under the “Who’s Joined” tab on the Opt In home page. 
Metro’s Opt In vendor Davis, Hibbitts & Midghall, Inc., believes the Opt In panel is nearly large enough to allow the use of statistical weighting to create samples at the county level that are largely representative of the population. During the coming months, panel members’ responses will be compared with responses to quantitative surveys to ensure the accuracy of weighting techniques.

Currently, the following demographic categories are underrepresented on the Opt In panel:

· People of color (Black/African American and Hispanic/Latino)

· Clackamas and Washington counties

· People who self-identify as “more of a Republican”

· People without college degrees

· People who are 18 to 34 years old.
Staff is developing panel comparison data for the Metro service district and each Councilor district.  Comparisons should be available by the work session on February 14.  Staff and Metro partners also are working hard to recruit additional members with a focus on underrepresented groups.  To date, staff has used a variety of techniques to recruit members.  Initial outreach included a variety of different advertising, ranging from print to online to public service announcements on television, have been used to recruit members.  

Partnerships

Metro also is partnering with a variety of community-based organizations.  For example, the Bus Project, Latino Network, the Immigrant and Refugee Community Organization, Oregon Opportunity Network, OPAL, The Center for Intercultural Organizing, Big Brothers Big Sisters NW and Friendly House received small contracts, grants or sponsorships to promote Opt In and to support Metro’s work to engage underrepresented communities.  Firms with ties to key demographic groups, particularly conservatives, also received small contracts to assist with recruitment. 
In addition, staff has leveraged Metro’s relationships internally and externally.  Email lists maintained by the Oregon Zoo, PCPA and other programs and venues were used to reach out to customers and stakeholders.  Metro partnered with Portland State University to reach out to alumni, AARP to reach out to its volunteers and members, and to the Northwest Health Foundation to engage grantees and supporters.

Metro also partnered with the City of Portland, TriMet and the City of Wilsonville to use the Opt In panel and to recruit members.  We currently are working with Portland State University, Clackamas County, the City of Wilsonville and other jurisdictions to increase participation and share the panel’s utility.
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We’ve learned a lot about what works and what doesn’t and will apply that knowledge going forward to reduce costs and build on our current results.

Participation

Ten different surveys generated more than 20,000 completed responses and thousands of open-ended comments.  Panel participation ranged from a low of 39 percent to a high of 70 percent.  Average participation is 49 percent, well above the industry standard and significantly higher than typical email open rates. As the panel grows, participation rates may level off or even fall.

Total project costs
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First year costs total just less than $250,000.  About 44 percent, or approximately $110,000, is startup related.  Another 25 percent, approximately $63,000, was used for Opt In operations.  About 31 percent, approximately $76,000, was used for 10 different surveys and analysis. A single telephone survey of the region costs between $25,000 and $50,000.  
Costs per contact

When considering direct survey costs, the cost per completed interview (one survey) averaged $4.50. If one-time start up costs for advertising, recruitment events, sponsorships, building the web page and database, and staff time, the figure is $14.70 per response.
By comparison, during the 2010 Chief Operating Officer’s recommendations engagement campaign, Metro spent approximately:

· $400 per open house attendee
· $2,800 per survey at open houses
· $35 per stakeholder meeting attendee

· $5.73 per Survey Monkey response
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If Metro contracted for surveys it would spend about $50 per response to a telephone survey and about $25 per response for an Internet panel survey.
Startup costs

One-time startup costs total just less than $110,000.  Startup costs include building the website, creating the database, recruiting the panel and staff and consultant time for managing the startup aspects of the project. [image: image6.png]Projected Opt In costs
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Operations costs

First year operations costs totaled just less than $63,000.  Those costs include administering the project (consultants and staff time), incentives for Opt In members, marketing and database maintenance and updates.  Forecast operating costs for FY 12-13 are estimated to drop by nearly $20,000.
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Survey costs

First year surveys cost just less than $74,000.  Using a telephone-based methodology would have cost significantly more (phone surveys at a regional scale cost from $25,000 up depending on length and other factors).
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Opt In survey costs ranged from $4,000 on the low end to $10,000 on the high end.  For example, the UGB work was split into two surveys because of the number of questions we wanted to ask about housing and employment.  Opt In members were sent one or the other of surveys but had the opportunity to take both if they desired.  This arrangement increased costs.

Projected future costs

Forecast costs for FY 2012-13 are $200,000.  Operations will be about $45,000. Monthly surveys will cost approximately $125,000 (although partners likely will pick up some of those costs).  Finally, about $30,000 will be needed for marketing to maintain membership in the panel and to improve representation of selected communities.

Survey results/understanding the region’s values
The more than 20,000 completed surveys received to date provide a significant amount of information about the region’s values. Opt In members support efforts to maintain a tight urban growth boundary. They value the Oregon Zoo and Metro’s natural areas and parks.

Surveys also show that Opt In members rely on Metro’s website for information about programs and facilities.  Members also report that time constraints and the timing and location of public meetings frustrate participation and that many people prefer to participate online.  On a more challenging note, surveys also make it clear that Opt In members are uncertain their participation will make a difference in decisions.

Surveys show that Opt In members tend to resist oversimplification and forced choices.  They appreciate that public issues are complex and nuanced and they want balance in decisions about investments, our economy and our environment.

Opt In members are bullish on sustainability and government’s role in promoting a sustainable future.  Members also value transit, walking and appreciate choices about how to get around.  They also view Metro quite favorably and support Metro’s current role in providing a range of regional services.

Opt In members generally are less aware of Metro’s role in supporting the performing arts but they express strong support for our venues and for children’s access to arts and live performances.  

The Southwest Corridor project used Opt-In active transportation survey results to fill the gap in information about active transportation behavior and opportunities and challenges to walking and biking in the Southwest Corridor. Data points from the survey were imported into ArcMap/GIS and geocoded. Data points near and within the Southwest Corridor were in Excel and used to inform the project’s technical committees.

Lessons learned

We have received ample feedback about Opt In from its inception. Here are some highlights:

Direct email solicitations are the most effective way to get members

After experimenting with a wide range of recruitment techniques, it is clear that short, direct emails from trusted sources are the most cost-effective way to expand the number and diversity of the Opt In panel.  Other tools are important and have benefits beyond Opt In, the grants and sponsorships for example.

Surveys need to be shorter

Survey length is an ongoing concern of panel members. Currently, an average of about 30 percent of the panel members who start a survey drop out before completing it.  Shorter surveys will improve completion rates.

Members want more feedback about how their views are used

Staff needs to do more to members about the results of surveys and how surveys are being used.

A stronger link to Council and program needs will improve use of results
Most of the surveys during the first year were aimed at building panel membership. As we move beyond the recruitment phase, many possibilities open up for the panel. Several pilot projects are on the horizon to further tap into the capabilities and reach of Opt In. 

A stronger review process will reduce errors and improve buy in to results
Surveys need more vetting before they are fielded to the panel.  Question design, topics, typographical errors and other challenges would be minimized with additional review. In addition, if community-based organizations reviewed surveys, they could provide feedback to help make the language more relevant, culturally appropriate and accessible. We have implemented additional review processes recently and will continue to refine them.

New and ongoing partnerships will increase participation and use of results
TriMet used the panel to help boost participation in its budget process.  More than 800 Opt In members took the TriMet budget survey within 24 hours of being notified by email.  TriMet is interested in additional uses of the panel.  We are currently negotiating an IGA with the City of Wilsonville to provide a geographically targeted survey in exchange for the recruitment of a representative sample of residents from that jurisdiction.

The City of Portland already has used the panel for work related to its transportation options program.  Clackamas County is interested in partnering with us to expand panel membership and to use the panel for its information and programmatic needs.  Portland State University would like to use the panel for a study about electric vehicles. In the future, Opt In will be made available to other jurisdictions in the region on a negotiated basis.

Spanish translation of Opt In surveys and results should be scoped
Many of the organizations Metro partnered with support communities where English is not the primary language and for some not spoken at all. Currently, Opt In surveys are only provided in English. If people have to spend too much time looking up words or terms to complete a survey they aren’t going to participate. 

The Latino Network helped pilot a translated paper version of the introductory survey. The usefulness of signing up members through a translated survey was called into question if future surveys were still only in English.  Other groups said translation was less of an issue than cultural relevancy of questions being asked.

Low trust government frustrates participation by important communities
Culturally, many communities that remain underrepresented on the panel don’t trust government or have immigration-related concerns and therefore are unwilling to provide personal information, which makes it impossible to complete the Opt In process. There also was concern about the surveys being presented in culturally appropriate and accessible language. For example, both conservative and liberal members expressed concern that questions were biased.  Participants encouraged Metro to use plain language that can be easily understood by the general public. 

Smart phone access would improve participation by some communities

Some partner organizations said some community members find it difficult to access the Internet to complete surveys. They encouraged Metro to develop a smart phone application because many under represented communities are more likely to have a smart-phone than access to a computer.

Survey topics are sometimes not relevant to low income and communities of color 
Feedback from some communities also indicated confusion over the survey topics and how they were relevant. They suggested the need to more clearly explain the goals for and desired outcomes of the surveys in the introduction to help people understand why they are being asked the questions and what the information provided will accomplish. 

Recommended next steps
Improved connection to projects and decisions

Staff worked closely during the last year with Metro departments and partners on a number of surveys, including the active transportation, Zoo, natural areas, COO recruitment and TriMet budget surveys. Because the focus this year was on panel recruitment, a number of other surveys were fielded as part of partnerships aimed at reaching out to under represented communities.  Going forward, it will be easier to ensure that surveys are directly tied to matters of concern to the Council and to Metro programs.
As part of the Communications Department’s quarterly assessment work, staff will consult with departments to create a schedule of upcoming surveys and will share that schedule with Council, stakeholders and others. People will then be able to review the schedule and provide suggestions about potential questions.  Because departments will be consulted early, program staff will be able to provide additional information to inform survey development and to ensure that surveys meet program needs. 
Staff currently is developing surveys tied to the Southwest Corridor Plan, the Solid Waste Road Map, the Parks Portfolio project, the Climate Smart Communities project and the Glendoveer project.  Focusing surveys on active projects will improve the usefulness of the data provided by the Opt In panel and thereby help improve your knowledge of regional values when you are making decisions.
Communications soon will launch public involvement peer group meetings two to four times per year.  Survey topics and suggestions will be discussed at those meetings.  
Improved review process

Staff will ensure that relevant departments, partners and Council office staff have an opportunity to review survey drafts before they are distributed to the panel.  And, as per recent practice, staff will provide the Council with advance copies of results before they are distributed.
Improved demographic representation

Metro should continue to invest in recruiting panel members from underrepresented communities.  Specifically, for people 18-24, outreach should focus on universities and community colleges.   Because younger people use email significantly less than older people, Metro should consider scoping the development of a mobile application that would improve people’s ability to participate in Opt In using a smart phone or other mobile device. 
To improve representation of people who have more conservative views, recruitment work should focus on faith-based organizations and grass roots groups affiliated with more conservative causes.  Similarly, initial outreach to Republican legislators from the region should continue.
To engage more communities of color, Metro should scope the costs and other issues associated with translating Opt In materials and surveys into Spanish.  Metro should build on the sponsorships and grants awarded to community groups this fall.  Research conducted by the Pew Center for the Internet and American Life documents that many communities of color and younger people are more likely to use a smart phone than a computer to access the Internet.  This is another reason to consider development of a mobile application to provide improved access to Opt In.  Finally, staff recommends that outreach efforts to communities of color be expanded in Washington County and through several local school districts.
Metro’s partnerships with TriMet, Clackamas and Washington County governments, service districts and community and business groups should be leveraged to recruit more panel members.  Similarly, staff will pursue promotions with the Portland Trailblazers, Portland Timbers, Burgerville, Fred Meyer, Washington Square and Clackamas Town Center.
Improved feedback to panel members about how their opinions are used

Comments on several surveys suggest that panel members would appreciate better introductions to surveys that provide more background on the purpose of surveys (why the questions are being asked) and how they will be used.  Moving forward, more resources should be invested in updating panel members about survey results and survey use, as well as providing more education and context about matters of regional concern.
Staff recommends that newsfeed posts, news releases and other tools be used to share survey results with a broader audience beyond panel members.  Earned media, regular distribution to MPAC, JPACT, other advisory bodies and community groups also will help improve awareness and use of results. 
Beyond ways the Council uses survey results, staff also will begin doing more to share how surveys are helping Metro staff and partners.  For example, staff made significant use of the active transportation, natural areas, UGB and chief operating officer qualifications surveys.  
Staff also is working to provide better survey results reports with additional analysis, improved access to and sorting of verbatim responses.  Staff also is working with the Data Resource Center to better link Opt In results with Metro’s existing GIS layers and the Metro Context Tool.  Key to this work will be the use of significantly shorter surveys to free up resources for analysis (and to respond to feedback about survey length).
Finally, staff recommends Council receive updates about Opt In results at council meetings.
Conclusion

The decision to launch Opt In was based on significant research and input. The project has improved the number and diversity of comments Metro receives.  It has made it easier for people to participate.  Even with start up costs included Opt In less expensive on a per-comment basis than other tools. The surveys completed during the last year increased Metro’s understanding of the region’s values.
Continued investment in Opt In is warranted.  By building on ongoing work to to reach out to community groups and Metro’s partners to create a truly representative panel, Metro will improve its relationship while also making Opt In a state of the art model for public engagement.
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