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Congratulations!

You’re conducting a survey in New York!
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New York is Government by Representation

Municipal Home Rule Law
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Should you really take a survey?

Is there another way to get what 
you need?
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Why conduct a survey? 

What are your goals? 

What are you looking to get out of it? 

Likely, you are trying to understand the 
beliefs, perceptions, opinions, and 
motivators for a target audience.
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Here are a few things you can do with a survey:

• Benchmark your community 
• Track progress  
• Show residents you care 
• Demonstrate transparency 
• Encourage resident engagement 
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What type are you doing?

• Survey
• Poll
• Straw Poll
• Referendum
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The #1 thing that can go wrong with a 
survey is if the population says one 

thing, and you do the opposite.
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Be transparent and up front about 
what you are doing.

Make sure people know the scientific 
validity of the data.

“I asked four guys in a coffee shop” is 
not a valid poll.

“More than half your bowling team” is 
not a focus group.
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Vs.
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If it’s not going to be a scientific survey – why 
are you doing it? 

Responses have to be reflective of the overall 
populous and cut across all demographics.  

The profile of the responses has to represent 
the profile of the community for it to be 

scientifically valid.
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The Evolution of Public Opinion

• Harold wraps the plow wing around Humphrey’s fence.
• The cows get out. 
• The cows come home.
• Humphrey visits the Town Board.
• Facebook.
• At the town board meeting, Town Attorney Blustermuch

reminds all of the right-of-way provisions in the Highway 
Law of the State of New York.

• Facebook.
• MORE FACEBOOK (IN ALL CAPS!!!)
• Humphrey’s friends mass at the next town board 

meeting.
• Blustermuch is transferred to the Sewer District for an 

“important new professional challenge”.
• Harold replaces the fence outside the right-of-way.
• Humphrey moves the fence to where it was.
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Two main reasons for surveys are:

1. Gauge interest in and support for 
or against something.

2. In response to an angry electorate.
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Creating the survey

• Someone, somewhere will always contest 
the findings.

• Run the survey (before you send it) by a 
pro. If the instrument is flawed, results will 
be flawed.

• Make sure the survey is bulletproof so if 
anyone questions the results, you can 
defend them.
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Let’s start with a hypothetical survey 
about a public swimming pool.

Be aware of what you know, and 
what you might not know.

Do the research and do the math.

Make sure the survey is reflective of 
reality/facts.
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If your instinct tells you the community 
won’t support a new public pool, don’t 

ignore your instinct.

If loads of people are coming to town 
meetings with increasing regularity 

about money issues, that’s not a 
sign, it’s a billboard.
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Make sure the survey flows well

• Most surveys follow a standard flow of 
questions. 

• Begin with questions asking what the 
survey taker knows about a particular topic. 

• Next, ask questions that identify barriers to 
supporting that thing or place.

• End with questions about what would make 
them cross those barriers.
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Online surveys are the easiest to 
manage – both in execution and 
what you can do with the data.
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How long should the survey be?

People have short attention spans.

Keep it as short as possible while getting the 
information you need.

If it seems long to you, it is.
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Getting the survey out into the world:

• Voter lists & tax rolls
• Email lists
• In-person intercept interviews
• Geo-targeted online/social ads
• Paper surveys sent by U.S Mail
• Focus groups*
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When do you want to conduct a survey?

It’s more about when you don’t 
want to conduct a survey.

• Not close to an election
• Not close to when the town/village or 

schools send out tax bills
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Listen to regular feedback.

Make sure you are keeping track of it.

Pay attention to unhappy residents.
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Questions

Contact: Sean Casey
scasey@mower.com

518-618-1502

Brendan Kennedy
bkennedy@mower.com

518-618-1522


