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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Located in the foothills of northern San Diego County, the City of San Marcos is currently home
to an estimated 87,040 residents.1 The City’s dedicated team of full-time and part-time employ-
ees provides a full suite of services to residents, local businesses, and visitors alike. 

To monitor its progress in meeting residents’ needs, the City engages residents on a daily basis
and receives periodic subjective feedback regarding its performance. Although these informal
feedback mechanisms are a valuable source of information for the City in that they provide
timely and accurate information about the opinions of specific residents, it is important to recog-
nize that they do not necessarily provide an accurate picture of the community as a whole. For
the most part, informal feedback mechanisms rely on the resident to initiate feedback, which
creates a self-selection bias. The City receives feedback only from those residents who are moti-
vated enough to initiate the feedback process. Because these residents tend to be those who are
either very pleased or very displeased with the service they have received, their collective opin-
ions are not necessarily representative of the City’s resident population as a whole. 

PURPOSE OF STUDY   The motivation for the current study was to design and employ a
methodology that would avoid the self-selection bias noted above and thereby provide the City
with a statistically reliable understanding of its residents’ satisfaction, priorities and concerns as
they relate to services and facilities provided by the City. Ultimately, the survey results and anal-
yses presented in this report will provide Council and staff with information that can be used to
make sound, strategic decisions in a variety of areas, including service improvements and
enhancements, measuring and tracking internal performance, budgeting, policy, and planning.

To assist in this effort, the City selected True North Research to design the research plan and
conduct the study. Broadly defined, the study was designed to:

• Identify key issues of importance for residents, as well as their perceptions of the quality of 
life in San Marcos.

• Measure residents’ overall satisfaction with the City’s efforts to provide municipal services, 
and their satisfaction with a variety of specific services.

• Gather opinions on topics such as parks, recreation facilities, and trails, and public safety.

• Evaluate perceptions of local government and customer service.

• Determine satisfaction with and effectiveness of the City’s communication with residents.

• Collect additional background and demographic data that is relevant to understanding resi-
dents’ perceptions, needs, and interests.

OVERVIEW OF METHODOLOGY   A full description of the methodology used for this
study is included later in the report (see Methodology on page 36). In brief, the survey used a
combination of mailed invitations and phone calls to recruit participation in the survey from 400
adult residents selected at random from San Marcos residences. Respondents were provided the
option to participate in the survey by telephone or online. Interviews were conducted in English
and Spanish between February 8 and February 25, 2014, and averaged 18 minutes in length.

1. Source: California Department of Finance estimate for January 2013.
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ORGANIZATION OF REPORT   This report is designed to meet the needs of readers who
prefer a summary of the findings as well as those who are interested in the details of the results.
For those who seek an overview of the findings, the sections titled Just the Facts and Conclusions
are for you. They provide a summary of the most important factual findings of the survey in bul-
let-point format and a discussion of their implications. For the interested reader, this section is
followed by a more detailed question-by-question discussion of the results from the survey by
topic area (see Table of Contents), as well as a description of the methodology employed for col-
lecting and analyzing the data. And, for the truly ambitious reader, the questionnaire used for
the interviews is contained at the back of this report and a complete set of crosstabulations for
the survey results is contained in Appendix A, which is bound separately.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS   True North thanks the City of San Marcos for the opportunity to
conduct the study and for contributing valuable input during the design stage of this study. City
staff’s collective experience, insight, and local knowledge improved the overall quality of the
research presented here.

DISCLAIMER   The statements and conclusions in this report are those of the authors
(Dr. Timothy McLarney and Richard Sarles) at True North Research, Inc. and not necessarily those
of the City of San Marcos. Any errors and omissions are the responsibility of the authors.

ABOUT TRUE NORTH   True North is a full-service survey research firm that is dedicated to
providing public agencies with a clear understanding of the values, perceptions, priorities and
concerns of their residents and customers. Through designing and implementing scientific sur-
veys, focus groups and one-on-one interviews, as well as expert interpretation of the findings,
True North helps its clients to move with confidence when making strategic decisions in a variety
of areas—such as planning, policy evaluation, performance management, organizational devel-
opment, establishing fiscal priorities, and developing effective public information campaigns.

During their careers, Dr. McLarney (President) and Mr. Sarles (Principal Researcher) have
designed and conducted over 800 survey research studies for public agencies, including more
than 300 studies for California municipalities and special districts.
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J U S T  T H E  F A C T S

The following is an outline of the main factual findings from the resident survey. For the reader’s
convenience, we have organized the findings according to the section titles used in the body of
this report. Thus, to learn more about a particular finding, simply turn to the appropriate report
section.

QUALITY OF LIFE   

• The vast majority (94%) of respondents shared favorable opinions of the quality of life in San
Marcos, with 37% reporting it is excellent and 57% stating it is good. Only 5% of residents
indicated that the quality of life in the City is fair, and just 1% of residents used poor or very
poor to describe the quality of life in San Marcos.

• When provided with an open-ended opportunity to suggest one change the City government
could make to improve the quality of life in San Marcos, one-in-five respondents (20%)
desired no changes from the City (11%) or were unsure of a change that would make San
Marcos a better place to live (9%). Regarding specific suggestions, reducing traffic conges-
tion was the most common mention (21%), followed by improving education (9%), limiting
growth and development (8%), improving or adding sidewalks and bike paths (7%), and
improving infrastructure such as streets and roads (7%).

CITY SERVICES   

• Approximately nine-in-ten San Marcos residents (89%) indicated they were very satisfied
(49%) or somewhat satisfied (40%) with the City’s efforts to provide municipal services. Only
6% of respondents indicated that they were dissatisfied with the City’s overall performance,
and an additional 6% said they were unsure or unwilling to share their opinion.

• Residents were asked to rate the importance of 21 specific services provided by the City of
San Marcos. Overall, residents rated public safety and public works services as the most
important, including providing emergency medical response services (96%), repairing and
maintaining local streets and roads (92%), providing fire protection and prevention services
(90%), providing police services (89%), and coordinating and maintaining traffic signals
(89%).

• The survey also asked about satisfaction with the City’s efforts to provide the same 21 ser-
vices. Although residents were generally satisfied with all services tested, they were most
satisfied with the City’s efforts to keep public buildings and facilities clean and attractive
(98% very or somewhat satisfied), followed by provide fire protection and prevention ser-
vices (98%), provide emergency medical services (95%), provide trash collection and recy-
cling services (94%), and provide parks, sports fields, and recreation facilities (94%).

PUBLIC SAFETY   

• Nearly all residents indicated they felt safe walking alone in their neighborhood (97%) and
commercial and retail areas of San Marcos (97%) during the day.

• After dark, 79% of respondents indicated that they feel safe walking alone in their neighbor-
hood, and 71% felt safe walking alone in commercial and retail areas of San Marcos.
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PARK, TRAILS & RECREATION   

• Eighty-six percent (86%) of San Marcos residents indicated that they or someone in their
household typically visits San Marcos parks, trails, or recreation facilities at least once per
month, with more than half (53%) doing so weekly. Approximately 11% of residents indi-
cated that they visit less often than once per month, and only 3% said they never visit. 

• Nearly nine in ten residents chose excellent or good to describe the overall quality (89%),
safety (88%), appearance (89%), and availability (86%) of San Marcos’ parks, trails, and recre-
ation facilities.

• When asked to indicate what improvements residents would like to see made to the City’s
existing parks and recreation facilities, 40% of respondents said they desired no changes
(21%) or could not think of any changes that would improve them (20%). Among those who
offered improvements, the most common were general requests for upgraded and addi-
tional parks and facilities (11%), specific requests for added and improved sports facilities
(8%) and playground areas (8%), improved safety and security (6%), and improved mainte-
nance and upkeep of existing facilities (6%).

• Nearly half (42%) of San Marcos households reported that they had participated in a recre-
ational program or special event offered by the City in the past year.

• Assessments of the quality of recreation programs and events offered by the City of San
Marcos were positive, with 34% describing them as excellent and 49% rating them as good.
Approximately 18% rated the quality of recreation programs and special events offered by
the City as fair, and not one respondent used poor or very poor to describe the quality of
programs and events.

LOCAL GOVERNANCE & CUSTOMER SERVICE   

• Eighty-nine percent (89%) of residents agreed that the City manages its finances well, 89%
said that they trust the City of San Marcos, and 83% felt the City is responsive to residents’
needs. Agreement was somewhat lower with regard to the City listening to residents when
making important decisions (73%).

• Overall, 17% of respondents claimed they are very attentive to matters of local government,
44% somewhat attentive, and 32% slightly attentive. An additional 6% of respondents stated
they do not pay any attention to the activities of the City of San Marcos.

• Just over one-third (35%) of respondents indicated they had been in contact with staff from
the City of San Marcos in the past 12 months.

• Residents who had recently been in contact with staff members rated them high on all three
dimensions tested, with more than 90% rating staff as professional (97%), accessible (96%),
and helpful (91%).

FUNDING PRIORITIES   

• When asked to prioritize among a variety of services, programs, and projects that could
receive funding, public safety including law enforcement and fire protection was assigned
the highest priority (80% high priority), followed by managing traffic congestion (55%), eco-
nomic development (50%), and street maintenance (49%).

• Parks maintenance (40%) and building and facilities maintenance (22%) were somewhat
lower priorities, overall.
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COMMUNICATION & E-GOVERNMENT   

• Overall, 80% of respondents indicated they were satisfied with the City’s efforts to communi-
cate with residents through newsletters, direct mail, city website, social media, and other
methods. The remaining respondents were either dissatisfied with the City’s efforts in this
respect (15%) or unsure of their opinion (5%).

• The most frequently cited source for city-related information was the City’s newsletter, men-
tioned by 39% of respondents. The City’s newsletter was followed by the City’s website
(36%), postcards, letters, flyers, or brochures mailed to home (18%), the Internet in general
(18%), The Paper (18%), and the U-T / San Diego Union Tribune (15%).

• Sixty-percent (60%) of residents indicated that they had visited the City of San Marcos’ web-
site in the 12 months preceding the interview.

• Respondents indicated that postcards, letters, and newsletters mailed to the home (i.e.,
direct mail) was the most effective method (88% very or somewhat effective), followed
closely by email and e-newsletters (85%) and the City’s website (82%). 

• Approximately half of all residents indicated that social media, such as Facebook or Twitter
(55%), advertisements in local papers (55%), and a city blog (50%) would be at least some-
what effective methods to communicate with them.
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C O N C L U S I O N S

As noted in the Introduction, this study was designed to provide the City of San Marcos with a
statistically reliable understanding of its residents’ satisfaction, priorities, and needs as they
relate to services and facilities provided by the City. As such, it can provide the City with informa-
tion needed to make sound, strategic decisions in a variety of areas, including service improve-
ments and enhancements, measuring and tracking internal performance, budgeting, and
planning. Whereas subsequent sections of this report are devoted to conveying detailed results
of the survey, in this section we attempt to ‘see the forest through the trees’ and note how the
collective results of the survey answer some of the key questions that motivated the research.

The following conclusions are based on the True North’s interpretations of the results, as well as
the firm’s collective experience conducting hundreds of similar studies for cities throughout the
State.

How well is the City per-
forming in meeting the 
needs of San Marcos res-
idents?

San Marcos residents are quite satisfied with the City’s efforts to provide
municipal services and facilities, as well as the quality of life in the City.

Nearly nine-in-ten residents (89%) said they are satisfied with the City’s
overall performance in providing municipal services. The high level of
satisfaction expressed with the City’s performance in general was also
echoed in residents’ assessments of the City’s performance in providing
specific services. For 19 of 21 service areas tested, the City is meeting or
exceeding the needs and expectations of at least 80% of its residents—
and for most services the City is meeting the needs of at least 90% of res-
idents.

Mirroring the high levels of satisfaction expressed with respect to the
City’s overall performance in providing services, San Marcos residents
also had very high opinions of the quality of life in the City. Almost all
residents surveyed (94%) rated the quality of life as excellent or good.
This sentiment was widespread, with at least 90% of respondents in
every identified demographic subgroup of residents rating the quality of
life in San Marcos as excellent or good. Moreover, when asked about
desired changes to improve San Marcos, one-fifth of residents could
think of nothing to improve or indicated that no changes were needed.

To the extent that the survey results can be viewed as a report card on
the City’s performance, San Marcos receives A’s and a few B’s for all ser-
vice areas. When compared with more than 200 similar studies for Cali-
fornia municipalities conducted by the Principals at True North, the
results found in this study place the City of San Marcos comfortably
within the top quartile in terms of service performance and overall qual-
ity of life.
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Where should the City 
focus its efforts in the 
future?

Perhaps the most important recommendation, and one that is occasion-
ally overlooked in customer satisfaction research, is for the City to recog-
nize the many things that it does well and to focus on continuing to
perform at a high level in these areas. As noted throughout this report,
residents were generally pleased with the City’s efforts to provide ser-
vices and facilities, and have a positive opinion of the City’s performance
in most areas. The top priority for the City should thus be to do what it
takes to maintain the quality of services that it currently provides.

However, as the City continues to strive for improvement, the results of
this study do suggest opportunities to further bolster resident satisfac-
tion. Considering the detailed list of services and their respective priority
status for future City attention provided in the body of this report (see
Performance Needs & Priorities on page 16), residents’ verbatim
responses about ways that the City can improve the quality of life in the
City (see Figure 4 on page 10), as well as residents’ stated priorities for
future city funding (see Figure 27 on page 29), the top candidates for the
City’s attention are: managing traffic congestion, providing and main-
taining walking and bicycle paths, managing growth and development
(including economic development), repairing and maintaining streets
and roads, and maintaining current levels of public safety services.

Having recommended that the City focus on these areas, it is equally
important to note that the appropriate strategy for improving resident
satisfaction would likely be a combination of focused communication
and actual service improvements. That is, in some cases service improve-
ments are needed to raise satisfaction with the City’s performance. In
other cases, particularly those that involve policies affecting services and
facilities which are not readily apparent, the key may instead be to com-
municate better with residents about current efforts and future plans
with respect to a particular service area. For example, it’s possible that
many residents are simply unaware of upcoming plans for the Inland Rail
Trail bikeway extension, or the City’s ongoing economic development
efforts. Choosing the appropriate balance of service improvements and
efforts to raise public awareness will be a key to maintaining and improv-
ing satisfaction in the short- and long-term.

How well is the City com-
municating with San 
Marcos residents?

The recommendations in the previous paragraph regarding public infor-
mation are underscored by residents’ current levels of satisfaction with
the City’s efforts to communicate with them through newsletters, direct
mail, city website, social media, and other methods. Although the City of
San Marcos generally does a good job communicating with residents
with 80% indicating satisfaction, the intensity of satisfaction was not
strong (40% very satisfied). And less than half of all respondents men-
tioned the City Newsletter (39%), City website (36%), or direct mail from
the City (18%) as their preferred source for city information. However, it
is encouraging that these three city-sponsored sources were the top
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sources that residents turn to for San Marcos information (rather than a
general publication such as the Union Tribune), and when asked specifi-
cally, 60% of residents said they had visited the City’s website in the past
year.

Moving forward, there are a variety of communication methods that resi-
dents generally viewed as effective ways for the City to communicate
with them, including direct mail postcards, letters, and newsletters,
email notices and e-newsletters, and the City’s website. In fact, about
half of residents surveyed said that each of these methods would be very
effective in reaching them. Although there is a cost-savings in relying
exclusively on electronic communication channels, it is not a recom-
mended practice, as research has shown that it results in reduced read-
ership and thus reduced satisfaction with an agency’s communication
efforts. Balancing digital channel outreach with traditional paper-based
information like postcards and newsletters will be key to improving resi-
dents’ satisfaction with the City’s communication.

Finally, it is worth noting that communication preferences typically vary
according to the topic at hand and the particular demographic of inter-
est. For example, when communicating information that pertains to the
community as a whole, such as traffic management and public safety
efforts, a medium that reaches and appeals to a broad range of residents
will likely be the most effective method (such as direct mail). However, as
the topic becomes more specifically targeted, so too should the method
of dissemination. For example, informing residents about a recreation or
community event focused on younger adult residents or those with
young children in the home might be best accomplished with one or
more forms of electronic distribution, such as a City blog or social media
(see Table 3 on page 34 for a look at how communication preferences
differ between age groups).
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Q U A L I T Y  O F  L I F E

The opening series of questions in the survey was designed to assess residents’ perceptions of
the quality of life in San Marcos, as well as their ideas for what the City government could do to
improve the quality of life in the City, now and in the future.

OVERALL QUALITY OF LIFE   At the outset of the interview, respondents were asked to
rate the quality of life in the City using a five-point scale of excellent, good, fair, poor, or very
poor. As shown in Figure 1 below, the vast majority (84%) of respondents shared favorable opin-
ions of the quality of life in San Marcos, with 37% reporting it is excellent and 57% stating it is
good. Only 5% of residents indicated that the quality of life in the City is fair, and just 1% of resi-
dents used poor or very poor to describe the quality of life in San Marcos.

Question 2   How would you rate the overall quality of life in San Marcos? Would you say it is
excellent, good, fair, poor or very poor?

FIGURE 1  QUALITY OF LIFE

For the interested reader, Figures 2 and 3
show how ratings of the quality of life in the
City varied by years of residence in San Mar-
cos, age, home ownership status, quadrant of
the City, and gender. Although there were vari-
ations between subgroups (most notably by
age of respondent), at least 90% of respon-
dents in every subgroup rated the quality of
life in the City as at excellent or good.
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FIGURE 3  QUALITY OF LIFE BY HOME OWNERSHIP STATUS, QUADRANT & GENDER

WAYS TO IMPROVE QUALITY OF LIFE   Respondents were next asked to indicate one
thing the City government could change to make San Marcos a better place to live, now and in
the future. This question was asked in an open-ended manner, which allowed respondents to
mention any improvement that came to mind without being prompted by or restricted to a par-
ticular list of options. True North later reviewed the verbatim responses and grouped them into
the categories shown in Figure 4.

Question 3   If the City government could change one thing to make San Marcos a better place
to live now and in the future, what change would you like to see? 
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One-in-five respondents (20%) indicated they desired no changes from the City (11%) or were
unsure of a change that would make San Marcos a better place to live (9%). Regarding specific
suggestions, reducing traffic congestion (21%), improving education (9%), limiting growth and
development (8%), improving or adding sidewalks and bike paths (7%), and improving infrastruc-
ture such as streets and roads (7%) were the most common mentions.



C
ity Services

True North Research, Inc. © 2014 12City of San Marcos
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

C I T Y  S E R V I C E S

After measuring respondents’ perceptions of the quality of life in San Marcos, the survey turned
to assessing their opinions about the City’s performance in providing various municipal services.

OVERALL SATISFACTION   The first question in this series asked respondents to indicate
if, overall, they were satisfied or dissatisfied with the job the City of San Marcos is doing to pro-
vide services. Because this question does not reference a specific program, facility, or service
and requested that the respondent consider the City’s performance in general, the findings of
this question may be regarded as an overall performance rating for the City.

Question 4   Generally speaking, are you satisfied or dissatisfied with the job the City of San
Marcos is doing to provide city services? 

FIGURE 5  OVERALL SATISFACTION

As shown in Figure 5, approximately nine-in-ten San
Marcos residents (89%) indicated they were very sat-
isfied (49%) or somewhat satisfied (40%) with the
City’s efforts to provide municipal services. Only 6%
of respondents indicated that they were dissatisfied
with the City’s overall performance, and an addi-
tional 6% indicated that they were unsure or unwill-
ing to share their opinion.

Figures 6 and 7 on the next page display how the
percentage of respondents who were satisfied with
the City’s overall performance varied across a host
of demographic subgroups. The most striking pat-
tern in the figures is that the high level of satisfac-
tion expressed by residents as a whole was also

generally shared by all subgroups. More than 80% of respondents in every subgroup indicated
that they were generally satisfied with the City’s performance in providing municipal services.
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FIGURE 7  OVERALL SATISFACTION BY HOME OWNERSHIP STATUS, QUADRANT & GENDER
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Question 5   For each of the services I read, please tell me whether the service is extremely
important to you, very important, somewhat important, or not at all important.

FIGURE 8  IMPORTANCE OF SERVICES

Turning to the satisfaction component, Figure 9 on the next page sorts the same list of services
according to the percentage of respondents who indicated they were either very or somewhat
satisfied with the City’s efforts to provide the service. For comparison purposes between the ser-
vices, only respondents who held an opinion (either satisfied or dissatisfied) are included in the
figure. Those who did not have an opinion were removed from this analysis. The percentage of
respondents who provided an opinion (either satisfied or dissatisfied) is presented in brackets
beside the service label in the figure, while the bars represent the answers of those with an opin-
ion.
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At the top of the list, respondents were most satisfied with the City’s efforts to keep public build-
ings and facilities clean and attractive (98% very or somewhat satisfied), followed by provide fire
protection and prevention services (98%), provide emergency medical services (95%), provide
trash collection and recycling services (94%), and provide parks, sports fields, and recreation
facilities (94%). Respondents were less satisfied with the City’s efforts to manage traffic conges-
tion on city streets2 (65%), coordinate and maintain traffic signals (75%), provide walking and
bicycle paths as an alternative to driving (83%), repair and maintain local streets and roads (84%),
and manage growth and development (85%). It is important to note that even for these latter ser-
vices the vast majority of respondents indicated they were satisfied with the City’s performance.

Question 6   For the same list of services I just read, I'd like you to tell me how satisfied you are
with the job the City is doing to provide the service. Are you satisfied or dissatisfied with the
City's efforts to: _____ or do you not have an opinion?

FIGURE 9  SATISFACTION WITH SERVICES

2. To clarify for the respondent, the item, Managing traffic congestion on City streets, was accompanied with:
Please note that highway 78 is not a city street.
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Providing trash collection, recycling services [95%]

Providing emergency medical response services [85%]

Providing fire protection, prevention services [92%]

Keeping public buildings, facilities clean and attractive [96%]

% Respondents Who Provided Opinion
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P E R F O R M A N C E  N E E D S  &  P R I O R I T I E S

With a measure of the importance of a service to residents as well as a measure of satisfaction
with the City’s efforts to provide the service, True North is able to examine the relationship
between these two dimensions and identify service areas where the City has the greatest oppor-
tunities to improve resident satisfaction—and identify for which services the City is meeting, and
even exceeding, the majority of residents’ needs.

Rather than rely on sample averages to conduct this analysis, True North has developed and
refined an individualized approach to identifying priorities. This approach is built on the recogni-
tion that opinions will vary from resident to resident and that understanding this variation is
required for assessing how well the City is meeting the needs of its residents.3 Table 1 on the
next page presents a two-dimensional grid based on the importance and satisfaction scales. The
horizontal axis corresponds to the four importance response options, whereas the vertical scale
corresponds to the four satisfaction response options.

The 16 cells within the grid are grouped into one of six categories based on how well the City is
meeting, or not meeting, a resident’s needs for a particular service. The six groups are as fol-
lows:

Exceeding Needs The City is exceeding a respondent’s needs if a respondent is satisfied
and the level of expressed satisfaction is higher than the importance the
respondent assigned to the service.

Meeting Needs The City is meeting a respondent’s needs if the respondent is satisfied
and the level of satisfaction is commensurate with the level of impor-
tance assigned to the service.

Meeting Needs, Moder-
ately

The City is moderately meeting a respondent’s needs if the respondent
is satisfied with the City’s efforts to provide the service, but their level of
satisfaction is lower than the level of importance assigned to the service.

Not Meeting Needs, Mod-
erately

The City is moderately not meeting a respondent’s needs if the respon-
dent is somewhat dissatisfied, but the service is also viewed as just
somewhat or not at all important.

Not Meeting Needs The City is not meeting a respondent’s needs if a) a respondent is very
dissatisfied with the City’s efforts to provide the service, but the service
is viewed just somewhat or not at all important, or b) a respondent is
somewhat dissatisfied and the service is viewed as very important.

3. Any tool that relies solely on the opinions of the average respondent will provide a limited and occasionally 
distorted picture of how well an agency is performing. The simple fact is that a City is not comprised of aver-
age residents—it is comprised of unique individuals who vary substantially in their opinions of the City’s per-
formance in different service areas. Thus, although the arithmetic average of these individuals’ opinions is a 
useful statistic, it does not capture the variation in opinions that occurs among residents, and it is this varia-
tion that is critical for truly assessing how well the City is meeting the needs of its residents.
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Not Meeting Needs, 
Severely

The City is severely not meeting a respondent’s needs if a) a respondent
is dissatisfied and the service is viewed as extremely important, or b) a
respondent is very dissatisfied and the service is viewed as very impor-
tant.

TABLE 1  NEEDS & PRIORITY MATRIX

Using this framework, True North categorized respondents individually for each of the 21 ser-
vices tested in the survey. For example, a respondent who indicated that managing traffic con-
gestion on city streets was somewhat important and they were very satisfied with the City’s
efforts in this service area would be categorized in the exceeding needs group for this service.
The same respondent may be grouped in the moderately not meeting needs group for another
service if he or she was somewhat dissatisfied with the City’s efforts to provide the service, but
the service was viewed as only somewhat important.

Figure 10 on the next page presents 21 services tested in the survey, along with the percentage
of respondents grouped into each of the six possible categories. For ease of interpretation, the
color-coding in Figure 10 is consistent with that presented in Table 1. For example, in the service
area of managing traffic congestion on city streets, the City is exceeding the needs of 6% of
respondents, meeting the needs of 25% of respondents, moderately meeting the needs of 34% of
respondents, moderately not meeting the needs of 2% of respondents, not meeting the needs of
10% of respondents, and severely not meeting the needs of 23% of respondents.

Operating from the management philosophy that, all other things being equal, the City should
focus on improving services that have the highest percentage of residents for which the City is
currently not meeting their needs, the services have been sorted by order of priority. Thus, man-
aging traffic congestion on city streets is the top priority, followed by coordinating and maintain-
ing traffic signals, providing walking and bicycle paths as an alternative to driving, repairing and
maintaining local streets and roads, and managing growth and development.
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FIGURE 10  RESIDENT SERVICE NEEDS
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P U B L I C  S A F E T Y

Ensuring the personal safety of residents is the most basic function of local government. It is
important to keep in mind, of course, that public safety is as much a matter of perceptions as it
is a matter of reality. Regardless of actual police and crime statistics, if residents don’t feel safe
then they will not enjoy the many cultural, recreational, and shopping opportunities available in
the City of San Marcos that will enhance their quality of life.

PERCEIVED SAFETY   Question 7 was designed to measure residents’ perceptions of safety
in San Marcos. Respondents were presented with the four scenarios described at the bottom of
Figure 12 and asked to rate how safe they feel in each scenario according to the scale shown to
the right of the figure. As shown in the figure, residents’ feelings of safety varied considerably
depending on the setting. Nearly all residents indicated they felt safe walking alone in their
neighborhood (97%) and commercial and retail areas of San Marcos (97%) during the day. After
dark, however, the corresponding percentages declined to 79% (neighborhood) and 71% (com-
mercial and retail areas).

Question 7   When you are _____ would you say that you feel very safe, reasonably safe, some-
what unsafe, or very unsafe?

FIGURE 11  PERCEPTION OF PERSONAL SAFETY

As one might expect, feelings of safety are often related to respondent age and gender. Figure
12 on the next page presents the percentage of respondents who indicated that they felt very
safe in each scenario by their age and gender group. Women were consistently less likely than
their male counterparts to feel very safe in every scenario, although age did not exhibit a consis-
tent relationship with perceived safety in San Marcos.
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FIGURE 12  PERCEPTION OF PERSONAL SAFETY BY AGE & GENDER
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P A R K ,  T R A I L S  &  R E C R E A T I O N

The City of San Marcos maintains and operates more than two-dozen community, neighborhood,
and pocket parks, 56 miles of multi-use trails, and 5 primary recreation facilities, which include
the Community Center, San Elijo Recreation Center, Senior Center, and two pools. By providing
areas and opportunities to recreate, relax, and play, the City’s parks, trails, and recreation facili-
ties promote a sense of community in the City, improve property values, enhance the business
climate and local economy, and generally contribute to a higher quality of life for residents and
visitors. Questions 8 through 12 of the survey sought to profile residents’ use and perceptions
of these amenities in the City.

FREQUENCY OF USE   The first question in this series asked respondents to identify how
frequently they or other members of their household visit a city park, trail, or recreation facility
in San Marcos.

Question 8   How frequently do you or other members of your household typically visit parks,
trails or recreation facilities in San Marcos? At least once per week, two to three times per
month, once per month, less often than once per month, or never?

FIGURE 13  FREQUENCY OF HOUSEHOLD PARK OR RECREATIONAL FACILITY VISIT

As shown in Figure 13, 86% of San Marcos res-
idents indicated that they or someone in their
household visits these facilities at least once
per month, with more than half (53%) doing
so weekly. Approximately 11% of residents
indicated that they visit a San Marcos park,
trail, or recreation facility less often than once
per month, and an only 3% said they never
visit. For the interested reader, Figure 14 pro-
vides the frequency of visitation by years of
residence, presence of a child in the house-
hold, home ownership status, and quadrant
of the City where the respondent resides.

FIGURE 14  FREQUENCY OF HOUSEHOLD PARK OR RECREATIONAL FACILITY VISIT BY YEARS IN SAN MARCOS, CHILD IN 
HSLD, HOME OWNERSHIP STATUS & QUADRANT
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RATING OF PARKS, TRAILS & RECREATION FACILITIES   Respondents in house-
holds that visit San Marcos parks, trails, and recreation facilities were next asked to rate their
overall quality, safety, appearance, and availability using a five-point scale of excellent, good,
fair, poor, or very poor. Nearly nine in ten residents chose excellent or good to describe the over-
all quality (89%), safety (88%), appearance (89%), and availability (86%) of San Marcos’ parks,
trails, and recreation facilities.

Question 9   How do you rate the: _____ of parks, trails and recreation facilities in the City?
Would you say it is excellent, good, fair, poor or very poor?

FIGURE 15  RATING PARKS & RECREATION FACILITIES

CHANGES TO IMPROVE PARKS & RECREATION FACILITIES   All respondents were
next asked to indicate what improvements they would like to see made to the City’s existing
parks and recreation facilities. This question was asked in an open-ended manner, allowing
respondents to mention any improvement that came to mind without being prompted by or
restricted to a list of options. True North later reviewed the verbatim responses and grouped
them into the categories shown in Figure 16 on the next page.

Forty percent (40%) of respondents said they desired no changes to the City’s parks and recre-
ation facilities (21%) or could not think of any changes that would improve them (20%). Among
those who offered improvements, the most common were general requests for upgraded and
additional parks and facilities (11%), specific requests for added and improved sports facilities
(8%) and playground areas (8%), improved safety and security (6%), and improved maintenance
and upkeep of existing facilities (6%). All other suggestions were mentioned by fewer than 5% of
respondents overall.
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Question 10   If you could improve any aspect of existing parks or recreation facilities in San
Marcos, what improvements would you make?

FIGURE 16  CHANGES TO IMPROVE PARKS & RECREATION FACILITIES

REC PROGRAM OR SPECIAL EVENT HOUSEHOLD PARTICIPATION   The City of
San Marcos provides extensive opportunities for active and passive recreation and personal
enrichment for residents, such as San Marcos Alive, Trails Day, and various holiday festivals, as
well as organized sports, dance, art, and wellness classes. Question 11 of the survey asked
respondents if they or anyone in their household had participated in such a program or event in
the past 12 months.

FIGURE 17  HOUSEHOLD PARTICIPATION IN RECREATIONAL PROGRAM IN PAST 12 MONTHS

Question 11   In the past 12 months, have you
or any member of your household participated
in a recreational program or special event
offered by the City of San Marcos?

As shown in Figure 19, nearly half (42%) of San
Marcos households reported that they had par-
ticipated in a recreational program or special
event offered by the City in the past year. When
compared with their respective counterparts,
participation was highest among residents who
had lived in San Marcos 15 or more years,
households with children, those who own their
home, and those in the Southeast quadrant (see
Figure 18 on the next page).
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FIGURE 18  HOUSEHOLD PARTICIPATION IN RECREATIONAL PROGRAM IN PAST 12 MONTHS BY YEARS IN SAN MARCOS, 
CHILD IN HSLD, HOMEOWNERSHIP STATUS & QUADRANT

QUALITY OF PROGRAM OR SPECIAL EVENT   The final question in this series asked
individuals whose households had participated in a recreation program or special event offered
by the City to rate the over quality of the programs and/or events they attended. Figure 19 on
the next page shows that participants’ assessments of the quality of programs and events
offered by the City of San Marcos were positive, with 34% describing them as excellent and 49%
rating them as good. Approximately 18% rated the quality of recreation programs and special
events offered by the City as fair, and not one respondent used poor or very poor to describe the
quality of programs and events.

Question 12   Overall, how would you rate the quality of the City-sponsored recreational pro-
grams or special events that your household participated in? Would you say it was excellent,
good, fair, poor or very poor?

FIGURE 19  QUALITY OF RECREATIONAL PROGRAMS, SPECIAL EVENTS
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L O C A L  G O V E R N A N C E  &  C U S T O M E R  
S E R V I C E

Although much of the survey focused on residents’ satisfaction with the City’s efforts to provide
specific services, like other progressive cities San Marcos recognizes there is more to good local
governance than simply providing satisfactory services. Do residents perceive that the City is
accessible and responsive to residents’ needs? Do residents feel that staff serves their needs in a
professional manner? How well do residents trust the City, and do they view the City as fiscally
responsible? Answers to questions like these are as important as service or policy-related ques-
tions in measuring the City’s performance in meeting residents’ needs. Accordingly, they were
the focus of the next section of the interview.

PERCEPTIONS OF CITY GOVERNMENT   The first question in this series was designed
to profile respondents’ perceptions of city government on a variety of dimensions, including fis-
cal responsibility and responsiveness. For each of the four statements shown in truncated form
along the bottom of Figure 20, respondents were asked whether they agreed or disagreed with
the statement, or if they had no opinion. The percentages shown in the bars are among those
who provided an opinion.

Overall, 89% of residents agreed that the City manages its finances well, 89% said that they trust
the City of San Marcos, and 83% felt the City is responsive to residents’ needs. Agreement was
somewhat lower with regard to the City listening to residents when making important decisions
(73%).

Question 13   Next, I'm going to read you a series of statements about the City of San Marcos.
For each, I'd like you to tell me whether you agree or disagree with the statement.

FIGURE 20  AGREEMENT WITH STATEMENTS ABOUT CITY
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ATTENTION PAID TO YOUR CITY GOVERNMENT   The next question in this series
asked respondents to rate how attentive they are to the issues, decisions, and activities of the
San Marcos city government using a scale of very attentive, somewhat attentive, slightly atten-
tive, or not at all attentive. Overall, 17% of respondents claimed they are very attentive to matters
of local government, 44% somewhat attentive, and 32% slightly attentive. An additional 6% of
respondents stated they do not pay any attention to the activities of the City of San Marcos (see
Figure 21).

Question 14   How much attention do you pay to the issues, decisions and activities of your city
government? Would you say that you are very attentive, somewhat attentive, slightly attentive,
or not at all attentive?

FIGURE 21  ATTENTION PAID TO CITY ISSUES, DECISIONS

FIgures 22 and 23 display how attentiveness to local gov-
ernment differed across a variety of demographic sub-
groups. Long time residents, older residents (45+), and
those in the Southeast and Southwest quadrants were
generally more likely than their counterparts to say they
are at least somewhat attentive to issues, decisions, and
activities of the San Marcos city government.

FIGURE 22  ATTENTION PAID TO CITY ISSUES, DECISIONS BY YEARS IN SAN MARCOS & AGE
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FIGURE 23  ATTENTION PAID TO CITY ISSUES, DECISIONS BY HOME OWNERSHIP STATUS, QUADRANT & GENDER

CITY STAFF   The next question in this series asked if the respondent had been in contact
with City of San Marcos staff in the 12 months prior to the interview. As shown in Figure 24, 35%
of respondents indicated they had been in contact with staff in the past 12 months.

FIGURE 24  CONTACT WITH CITY STAFF IN PAST 12 MONTHS

Question 15   In the past 12 months, have
you been in contact with staff from the City
of San Marcos?

Figure 25 below shows that those who own
their home and those in the Northeast quad-
rant were more likely than their counterparts
to have been in contact with staff in the past
12 months.

FIGURE 25  CONTACT WITH CITY STAFF IN PAST 12 MONTHS BY YEARS IN SAN MARCOS, HOME OWNERSHIP STATUS & 
QUADRANT
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CUSTOMER SERVICE RATINGS   The final question in this series asked respondents who
had contact with City staff in the past 12 months to rate staff on three dimensions: helpfulness,
professionalism, and accessibility. As displayed in Figure 26 San Marcos residents rated staff
high on all three dimensions tested, with more than 90% rating staff as professional (97%), acces-
sible (96%), and helpful (91%).

Question 16   In your opinion, was the staff at the City very _____, somewhat _____, or not at all
_____. Read one item at a time, continue until all items are read.

FIGURE 26  PERCEPTION OF CITY STAFF
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F U N D I N G  P R I O R I T I E S

It is often the case that residents’ desires for services, programs, and projects exceed a city’s
financial resources. In such cases, a city must prioritize based upon a variety of factors, includ-
ing the preferences and needs of residents.

Question 17 was designed to provide San Marcos with a reliable measure of how residents prior-
itize a variety of services and programs to which the City could allocate resources in the future.
The format of the question was straightforward: after informing respondents that the City does
not have the financial resources to fund all of the services, programs, and projects that may be
desired by residents, respondents were asked whether each item shown in Figure 27 should be a
high, medium, or low priority for future city spending—or if the City should not spend money on
the item at all. To encourage a sense of competition, respondents were instructed that not all of
the items could be high priorities.

Figure 27 presents the services, programs, and projects tested, as well as the percentage of
respondents that said each was a high priority (dark blue bars) or medium priority (light blue
bars). The items are sorted from high to low based on the percentage of respondents who indi-
cated that an item was a high priority for future city spending. Among the items tested, public
safety including law enforcement and fire protection was assigned the highest priority (80% high
priority), followed by managing traffic congestion (55%), economic development (50%), and
street maintenance (49%). Parks maintenance (40%) and building and facilities maintenance (22%)
were somewhat lower priorities, overall.

Question 17   As I read each of the following items, please indicate whether you think the City
should make the item a high priority, a medium priority, or a low priority for future city spend-
ing. If you feel the City should not spend any money on this item, just say so. Please keep in mind
that not all of the items can be high priorities.

FIGURE 27  FUNDING PRIORITIES

For the interested reader, Table 2 on the next page provide the percentage of respondents who
considered a service, program, or project a high priority by years of residence and quadrant.
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TABLE 2  FUNDING PRIORITIES BY YEARS IN SAN MARCOS & QUADRANT (SHOWING % HIGH PRIORITY)

Less than 5 5 to 9 10 to 14 15 or more Northeast Northwest Southeast Southwest
Public safety, law enforcement, fire protection 87.2 75.4 77.5 81.5 81.8 70.8 85.2 84.3
Managing traffic congest ion 50.9 57.2 48.5 59.7 58.5 52.3 54.6 52.7
Economic development 64.3 46.8 47.2 45.5 40.4 52.1 47.8 57.5
Street maintenance 55.2 42.2 45.3 51.2 39.7 47.7 34.7 60.8
Parks maintenance 42.1 41.8 39.5 38.3 38.7 43.8 27.5 41.1
Building and facilit ies maintenance 13.3 25.9 23.1 22.4 16.5 25.4 15.5 25.5

Years in San Marcos (Q1) Quadrant
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C O M M U N I C A T I O N  &  E - G O V E R N M E N T

The importance of city-resident communication cannot be overstated. Much of a city’s success is
shaped by the quality of information that is exchanged in both directions, from the City to its
residents and vice-versa. This study is just one example of San Marcos’ efforts to enhance the
information flow to the City to better understand citizens’ concerns, perceptions, and needs. In
this section of the report, we present the results of a variety of communication-related ques-
tions.

SATISFACTION WITH COMMUNICATION   Question 18 of the survey asked residents
to report their satisfaction with city-resident communication in the City of San Marcos. Overall,
80% of respondents indicated they were satisfied with the City’s efforts to communicate with res-
idents through newsletters, direct mail, city website, social media, and other methods. The
remaining respondents were either dissatisfied with the City’s efforts in this respect (15%) or
unsure of their opinion (5%).

Question 18   Overall, are you satisfied or dissatisfied with the City's efforts to provide informa-
tion to residents through newsletters, direct mail, city website, social media, and other methods?

FIGURE 28  SATISFACTION WITH COMMUNICATION

The next two figures display how satisfaction with the
City’s efforts to communicate with residents varied by
length of residence, age, home ownership status,
quadrant, and gender. Although the results did vary
somewhat across subgroups, its worth noting that at
least seven-in-ten respondents in all subgroups pro-
vided satisfactory ratings for the City’s communica-
tion efforts.

FIGURE 29  SATISFACTION WITH COMMUNICATION BY YEARS IN SAN MARCOS & AGE
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FIGURE 30  SATISFACTION WITH COMMUNICATION BY HOME OWNERSHIP STATUS, QUADRANT & GENDER

SOURCES OF INFORMATION   To help the City identify the most effective means of com-
municating with residents, it is helpful to understand what information sources they currently
rely on for this type of information. Question 19 asked respondents to identify the top three
information sources they typically use to find out about City of San Marcos news, events, and
programs. Because respondents were allowed to provide up to three sources, the percentages
shown in Figure 31 represent the percentage of residents who mentioned a particular source and
thus sum to more than 100.

Question 19   What information sources do you use to find out about City of San Marcos news,
events, and programs? 

FIGURE 31  CITY INFORMATION SOURCES
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The most frequently cited source for city-related information was the City’s newsletter, men-
tioned by 39% of respondents. The City’s newsletter was followed by the City’s website (36%),
postcards, letters, flyers, or brochures mailed to home (18%), the Internet in general (18%), The
Paper (18%), and the U-T / San Diego Tribune (15%). Other sources mentioned by at least 10% of
residents included television news in general (13%), flyers, brochures, or posters displayed at
public facilities (11%), and friends, family, and associates (10%).

CITY WEBSITE   Respondents were next asked respondent if they had visited the City of San
Marcos’ website in the past 12 months. As shown in Figure 32, 60% of residents indicated that
they had visited the site during this period. Figure 33 shows how recent use of the City’s website
varied by age, household recreation program participation, home ownership status, and quad-
rant of residence.

Question 20   In the past 12 months, have you visited the City of San Marcos' website?

FIGURE 32  CITY WEBSITE VISIT IN PAST 12 MONTHS

FIGURE 33  CITY WEBSITE VISIT IN PAST 12 MONTHS BY AGE, HSLD REC. PROGRAM PARTICIPATION, HOME OWNERSHIP 
STATUS & QUADRANT

Not sure
1.5

Visited City 
website

60.1

Did not visit City 
website

38.4

38.7

77.7

46.6

61.0
54.4

62.7
67.0 67.3

51.6

59.4

69.6
74.6

48.9

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

18 to 34 35 to 44 45 to 54 55 to 64 65 and
older

Yes No Own Rent Northeast Northwest Southeast Southwest

Age (QD1) Hsld Rec  Program
Partic ipation (Q11)

Home Ownership
Status (QD3)

Quadrant

%
 R

e
sp

o
n
d

e
n
ts

 T
h
a
t 

V
is

it
e
d

 C
it

y
W

e
b

si
te

 i
n
 P

a
st

 1
2

 M
o
n
th

s



C
om

m
unication &

 E-G
overnm

ent

True North Research, Inc. © 2014 34City of San Marcos
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

COMMUNICATION PREFERENCES   The final communication-related question presented
respondents the methods shown on the left side of Figure 34 and asked whether each would be
an effective way for the City to communicate with them. Overall, respondents indicated that
postcards, letters, and newsletters mailed to the home (i.e., direct mail) was the most effective
method (88% very or somewhat effective), followed closely by email and e-newsletters (85%) and
the City’s website (82%). Approximately half of all residents indicated that social media, such as
Facebook or Twitter (55%), advertisements in local papers (55%), and a city blog (50%) would be
at least somewhat effective methods to communicate with them.

Table 3 shows how the percentage of residents that rated each communication method as very
effective varied depending on their satisfaction with the City’s current communication efforts
and age of the respondent. 

Question 21   As I read the following ways that the City of San Marcos can communicate with
residents, I'd like to know if you think they would be a very effective, somewhat effective, or not
an effective way for the City to communicate with you.

FIGURE 34  EFFECTIVENESS OF COMMUNICATION METHODS

TABLE 3  EFFECTIVENESS OF COMMUNICATION METHODS BY SATISFACTION WITH COMMUNICATION & AGE (SHOWING % 
VERY EFFECTIVE) 
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B A C K G R O U N D  &  D E M O G R A P H I C S

TABLE 4  DEMOGRAPHICS OF SAMPLE

Table 4 presents the key demographic and back-
ground information that was collected during the sur-
vey. Because of the probability-based sampling
methodology used in this study, the results shown in
the table are representative of adult residents in the
City of San Marcos4. The primary motivation for col-
lecting the background and demographic information
was to provide a better insight into how the results of
the substantive questions of the survey vary by demo-
graphic characteristics (see Appendix A for more
details).

4. The distribution of survey responses by Quadrant is similar to the distribution of occupied residential par-
cels in the City.

Total Respondents 400
Years in San Marcos (Q1)

Less than 5 17.9
5 to  9 19.7
10 to 14 25.2
15 or more 37.1

Age (QD1)
18 to 24 14.5
25 to 34 19.0
35 to 44 20.8
45 to 54 16.2
55 to 64 11.5
65 and older 13.5
Prefer not to answer 4.5

Child in Hsld (QD2)
Yes 45.3
No 52.7
Prefer not to answer 2.0

Home Ownership Status (QD3)
Own 76.1
Rent 18.6
Prefer not to answer 5.3

Employment Status (QD4)
Full time 47.8
Part time 13.5
Student 11.1
Homemaker 5.1
Retired 16.7
Between jobs 3.5
Not sure 0.2
Prefer not to answer 2.0

One Way Commute Miles (QD5)
Less than 9 24.0
10 to 19 14.3
20 to 29 5.6
More than 30 9.4
No commute 7.0
Do not work 36.5
Prefer not to answer 3.2

Gender
Male 54.5
Female 44.0
Prefer not to answer 1.5

Quadrant
Northeast 35.7
Northwest 23.0
Southeast 6.2
Southwest 35.1
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M E T H O D O L O G Y

The following sections outline the methodology used in the study, as well as the motivation for
using certain techniques.

QUESTIONNAIRE DEVELOPMENT   Dr. McLarney of True North Research worked closely

with the City of San Marcos to develop a questionnaire that covered the topics of interest and
avoided the many possible sources of systematic measurement error, including position-order
effects, wording effects, response-category effects, scaling effects and priming. Several ques-
tions included multiple individual items. Because asking the items in a set order can lead to a
systematic position bias, the items were asked in a random order for each respondent.

Some of the questions asked in this study were presented only to a subset of respondents. For
example, only respondents who had been in contact with City staff in the past 12 months (Ques-
tion 15) were asked to rate aspects of staff (Question 16). The questionnaire included with this
report (see Questionnaire & Toplines on page 39) identifies the skip patterns that were used dur-
ing the interview to ensure that each respondent received the appropriate questions.

PROGRAMMING, TRANSLATION & PRE-TEST   Prior to fielding the survey, the ques-
tionnaire was CATI (Computer Assisted Telephone Interviewing) programmed to assist interview-
ers when conducting the telephone interviews. The CATI program automatically navigates the
skip patterns, randomizes the appropriate question items, and alerts the interviewer to certain
types of keypunching mistakes should they occur. After professionally translating the survey into
Spanish, the integrity of the questionnaire was pre-tested internally by True North and by dialing
into random homes in the City prior to formally beginning the survey.

SAMPLE, RECRUITING & DATA COLLECTION   A total of 3,000 households within the

City of San Marcos were initially selected for this study using a comprehensive database of San
Marcos households (listed by physical address/location) and stratified random sampling meth-
ods. This ensured that all households in San Marcos had an equal probability of being selected
for the survey, not just those that have land lines or published cell phone numbers.

All selected households were mailed a letter that briefly explained the purpose of the survey and
invited them to take the survey online. Each household was assigned a unique pass code to
ensure that only San Marcos residents who received a letter could access the online survey site,
and that each household could complete the survey only one time.

Following two-week period of online data collection, True North began placing telephone calls to
households throughout the City that had yet to participate in the online survey. During the tele-
phone interviews, additional screening questions were utilized as needed to balance the sample
demographics. Telephone interviews were conducted in English and Spanish during weekday
evenings (5:30PM to 9PM) and on weekends (10AM to 5PM). It is standard practice not to call
during the day on weekdays because most working adults are unavailable and thus calling dur-
ing those hours would bias the sample. A total of 400 interviews were completed between Febru-
ary 8 and February 25, 2014, and averaged 18 minutes in length.
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STATISTICAL MARGIN OF ERROR   By using a probability-based sample and monitoring
the sample characteristics as data collection proceeded, True North ensured that the sample was
representative of adult residents in the City of San Marcos. The results of the survey can thus be
used to estimate the opinions of all adult residents in the City. Because not all adult residents
participated in the survey, however, the results have what is known as a statistical margin of
error due to sampling. The margin of error refers to the difference between what was found in
the survey of 400 respondents for a particular question and what would have been found if all of
the estimated 60,494 adult residents5 had been interviewed. 

For example, in estimating the percentage of adult residents who have visited the City’s website
in the past 12 months (Question 20), the margin of error can be calculated if one knows the size
of the population, the size of the sample, a desired confidence level, and the distribution of
responses to the question. The appropriate equation for estimating the margin of error, in this
case, is shown below:

where  is the proportion of respondents who visited the City’s website in the past 12 months
(0.60 for 60% in this example),  is the population size of all adult residents (60,494),  is the
sample size that received the question (400), and  is the upper  point for the t-distribution
with  degrees of freedom (1.96 for a 95% confidence interval). Solving this equation using
these values reveals a margin of error of ± 4.79%. This means that with 60% of survey respon-
dents indicating they had visited the City’s website in the past 12 months, we can be 95% confi-
dent that the actual percentage of all adult residents in the City who visited the website during
this period is between 55% and 65%.

FIGURE 35  MAXIMUM MARGIN OF ERROR DUE TO SAMPLING

5. Source: U.S. Census Bureau: 2010 Census.
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Figure 35 on the previous page provides a plot of the maximum margin of error in this study.
The maximum margin of error for a dichotomous percentage result occurs when the answers are
evenly split such that 50% provide one response and 50% provide the alternative response (i.e.,

 = 0.5). For this survey, the maximum margin of error is ± 4.88% for questions answered by all
400 respondents.

Within this report, figures and tables show how responses to certain questions varied by sub-
groups such as years living in San Marcos, age of the respondent, and home ownership status.
Figure 35 is thus useful for understanding how the maximum margin of error for a percentage
estimate will grow as the number of individuals asked a question (or in a particular subgroup)
shrinks. Because the margin of error grows exponentially as the sample size decreases, the
reader should use caution when generalizing and interpreting the results for small subgroups.

DATA PROCESSING   Data processing consisted of checking the data for errors or inconsis-
tencies, coding and recoding responses, categorizing open-ended responses, and preparing fre-
quency analyses and crosstabulations.

ROUNDING    Numbers that end in 0.5 or higher are rounded up to the nearest whole num-
ber, whereas numbers that end in 0.4 or lower are rounded down to the nearest whole number.
These same rounding rules are also applied, when needed, to arrive at numbers that include a
decimal place in constructing figures and charts. Occasionally, these rounding rules lead to
small discrepancies in the first decimal place when comparing tables and pie charts for a given
question.

p̂
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Q U E S T I O N N A I R E  &  T O P L I N E S

 

True North Research, Inc. © 2013  Page 1 

City of San Marcos 
Resident Satisfaction Survey 

Final Toplines 
February 2014 

Section 1: Introduction to Study 

Hi, my name is _____ and I�m calling on behalf of TNR, an independent public opinion 
research company. We�re conducting a survey about important issues in San Marcos and we 
would like to get your opinions. 
If needed: This is a survey about issues in your community, I�m NOT trying to sell anything 
and I won�t ask for a donation. 
If needed: The survey should take about 14 minutes to complete. 
If needed: If now is not a convenient time, can you let me know a better time so I can call 
back? 
If needed: If you prefer, you can also take the survey online at your convenience at: <<insert 
URL>>. Provide unique password. 
 
If the person says they are an elected official or is somehow associated with the survey, 
politely explain that this survey is designed to the measure the opinions of those not closely 
associated with the study, thank them for their time, and terminate the interview. 

 
Section 2: Screener to Balance Age & Gender 

For statistical reasons, I would like to speak to the youngest adult male currently at home 
that is at least 18 years of age. If there is no male currently at home that is at least 18 years 
of age, then ask: Ok, then I�d like to speak to the youngest female currently at home that is at 
least 18 years of age. 
 
If there is no adult currently available, then ask for a callback time. 
NOTE: Adjust this screener as needed to match sample quotas on gender & age 
If respondent asks why we want to speak to a particular demographic group, explain: Its 
important that the sample of people for the survey is representative of the adult population in 
the city for it to be statistically reliable. At this point, we need to balance our sample by 
asking for people who fit a particular demographic profile. 

 

Section 3: Quality of Life 

I�d like to begin by asking you a few questions about what it is like to live in the City of San 
Marcos. 

Q1 How long have you lived in San Marcos? 

 1 Less than 1 year 2% 

 2 1 to 4 years 16% 

 3 5 to 9 years 20% 

 4 10 to 14 years 25% 

 5 15 years or longer 37% 

 99 Prefer not to answer 0% 
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San Marcos Resident Survey February 2014 

True North Research, Inc. © 2013 Page 2 

 

Q2 How would you rate the overall quality of life in San Marcos?  Would you say it is 
excellent, good, fair, poor or very poor? 

 1 Excellent 37% 

 2 Good 57% 

 3 Fair 4% 

 4 Poor 1% 

 5 Very Poor 0% 

 98 Not sure 0% 

 99 Prefer not to answer 0% 

Q3
If the city government could change one thing to make San Marcos a better place to live 
now and in the future, what change would you like to see? Verbatim responses recorded 
and later grouped into categories shown below. 

 Reduce traffic congestion 21% 

 No changes needed / Everything is okay 11% 

 Improve education 9% 

 Not sure / Cannot think of any 9% 

 Limit growth, development 8% 

 Improve infrastructure 7% 

 Improve, add sidewalks, bike paths 7% 

 Add, improve recreational areas 6% 

 Improve traffic lights, signals 5% 

 Improve public safety, security 5% 

 Other (unique responses) 5% 

 Increase retail stores, restaurants 4% 

 Increase economic development 4% 

 Provide affordable housing 3% 

 Reduce taxes 2% 

 Clean up, beautify City 2% 

 Provide additional entertainment options 2% 

 Finish development projects 1% 

 Improve public transportation 1% 

 Improve downtown area 1% 

 Increase assistance for homeless 1% 
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Section 4: City Services 

Next, I would like to ask a series of questions about services provided by the City of San 
Marcos. 

Q4
Generally speaking, are you satisfied or dissatisfied with the job the City of San Marcos 
is doing to provide city services? Get answer, then ask:  Would that be very 
(satisfied/dissatisfied) or somewhat (satisfied/dissatisfied)?   

 1 Very satisfied 49% 

 2 Somewhat satisfied 40% 

 3 Somewhat dissatisfied 3% 

 4 Very dissatisfied 3% 

 98 Not sure 5% 

 99 Prefer not to answer 0% 

Q5

For each of the services I read, please tell me whether the service is extremely 
important to you, very important, somewhat important, or not at all important. 
 
Make sure respondent understands the 4 point scale. 
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A Providing police services 48% 41% 9% 1% 0% 0% 

B Preparing the City for emergencies 39% 47% 13% 1% 0% 0% 

C Providing fire protection and prevention 
services 50% 40% 9% 1% 0% 0% 

D Providing emergency medical response 
services 55% 41% 3% 0% 0% 0% 

E 
Managing traffic congestion on city streets. 
Please note that highway 78 is not a city 
street. 

35% 46% 18% 0% 0% 0% 

F Coordinating and maintaining traffic signals 38% 50% 10% 1% 0% 0% 

G Providing trash collection and recycling 
services 35% 51% 11% 2% 1% 0% 

H Keeping public buildings and facilities clean 
and attractive 23% 48% 29% 1% 0% 0% 

I Repairing and maintaining local streets and 
roads 34% 58% 8% 0% 0% 0% 

J Providing parks, sports fields and 
recreation facilities 33% 47% 19% 1% 0% 0% 

K Providing a variety of recreation programs 
for all ages 24% 34% 39% 3% 0% 0% 

L 
Holding special community events like 
summer concerts in the park and holiday 
festivals 

10% 29% 47% 14% 0% 0% 

M Promoting economic development to 
stimulate the local economy 32% 47% 16% 3% 1% 0% 
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N Managing growth and development 30% 43% 25% 0% 1% 0% 

O Removing graffiti 30% 45% 21% 4% 0% 0% 

P Maintaining public landscapes such as 
street trees and medians 24% 47% 24% 4% 0% 0% 

Q Providing walking and bicycle paths as an 
alternative to driving 28% 38% 28% 7% 0% 0% 

R Providing animal control services 13% 37% 45% 4% 0% 0% 

S Providing code enforcement services 14% 40% 38% 6% 2% 0% 

T Enforcing parking and traffic laws 18% 36% 38% 8% 0% 0% 

U Protecting the environment 34% 39% 22% 5% 0% 0% 

Q6

For the same list of services I just read, I�d like you to tell me how satisfied you are 
with the job the city is doing to provide the service. 
 
Are you satisfied or dissatisfied with the city�s efforts to: _____ or do you not have an 
opinion? Get answer. If �satisfied� or �dissatisfied�, then ask: Would that be very 
(satisfied/dissatisfied) or somewhat (satisfied/dissatisfied)? 
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A Provide police services 54% 32% 5% 3% 4% 2% 

B Prepare the City for emergencies 30% 36% 5% 4% 23% 1% 

C Provide fire protection and prevention 
services 63% 27% 1% 1% 7% 0% 

D Provide emergency medical response 
services 55% 26% 3% 1% 14% 0% 

E 
Manage traffic congestion on city streets. 
Please note that highway 78 is not a city 
street. 

20% 43% 21% 14% 2% 0% 

F Coordinate and maintain traffic signals 35% 38% 12% 12% 2% 1% 

G Provide trash collection and recycling 
services 63% 27% 3% 2% 5% 0% 

H Keep public buildings and facilities clean 
and attractive 59% 36% 1% 1% 3% 1% 

I Repair and maintain local streets and roads 40% 43% 11% 5% 1% 0% 

J Provide parks, sports fields and recreation 
facilities 55% 37% 4% 2% 2% 0% 

K Provide a variety of recreation programs for 
all ages 42% 35% 7% 3% 12% 1% 

L Hold special community events like summer 
concerts in the park and holiday festivals 37% 35% 7% 5% 16% 0% 

M 
Promote economic development to 
stimulate the local economy 25% 50% 6% 4% 15% 1% 

N Manage growth and development 26% 51% 9% 5% 9% 1% 

O Remove graffiti 50% 34% 4% 2% 9% 1% 
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P Maintain public landscapes such as street 
trees and medians 57% 33% 5% 2% 3% 0% 

Q Provide walking and bicycle paths as an 
alternative to driving 41% 38% 10% 6% 5% 0% 

R Provide animal control services 30% 43% 4% 5% 17% 2% 

S Provide code enforcement services 31% 39% 6% 4% 19% 1% 

T Enforce parking and traffic laws 38% 40% 9% 3% 9% 0% 

U Protect the environment 29% 43% 6% 4% 17% 1% 

 

Section 5: Public Safety 

Q7

Next, I�d like to ask a few questions about personal safety and security in the City of San 
Marcos. 
 
When you are _____ would you say that you feel very safe, reasonably safe, somewhat 
unsafe, or very unsafe? 
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A Walking alone in your neighborhood after 
dark 33% 46% 15% 4% 2% 0% 

B Walking alone in commercial and retail 
areas during the day 66% 31% 1% 1% 0% 0% 

C Walking alone in commercial and retail 
areas after dark 21% 50% 21% 4% 4% 0% 

D Walking alone in your neighborhood during 
the day 79% 18% 2% 1% 0% 0% 

 

Section 6: Park, Trails & Recreation 

Q8
How frequently do you or other members of your household typically visit parks, trails 
or recreation facilities in San Marcos? At least once per week, two to three times per 
month, once per month, less often than once per month, or never? 

 1 At least once per week 53% Ask Q9 

 2 2 to 3 times per month 21% Ask Q9 

 3 Once per month 12% Ask Q9 

 4 Less often than once per month 11% Ask Q9 

 5 Never 3% Skip to Q10 

 98 Not sure 0% Skip to Q10 

 99 Prefer not to answer 0% Skip to Q10 
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Q9 How do you rate the: _____ of parks, trails and recreation facilities in the city? Would you 
say it is excellent, good, fair, poor or very poor? 
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A Safety 38% 51% 9% 1% 0% 1% 0% 

B Appearance 43% 45% 10% 1% 0% 1% 0% 

C Overall quality 41% 48% 10% 0% 0% 1% 0% 

D Availability 42% 44% 10% 2% 1% 1% 0% 

Q10
If you could improve any aspect of existing parks or recreation facilities in San Marcos, 
what improvements would you make? Verbatim responses recorded and later grouped 
into categories shown below. 

 No changes / Everything is okay 21% 

 Not sure / Cannot think of anything 20% 

 Add, upgrade parks in general 11% 

 Add, improve playground areas 8% 

 Add, improve sports facilities 8% 

 Improve safety, security 6% 

 Improve park maintenance, upkeep 6% 

 Improve trails, trail network 5% 

 Improve lighting 4% 

 Add, improve landscaped areas 4% 

 Extend hours of operation 4% 

 Improve dog areas 3% 

 Add, improve parking 3% 

 Add, improve swimming pools 3% 

 Add, improve bathroom facilities 2% 

 Enforce pet laws, restrictions 2% 

 Add, improve skate parks 1% 

 Provide, preserve open space, fields 1% 

 Add, improve concession stands 1% 

 Provide additional water fountains 1% 

 Improve trail maps, signs, information 1% 

 Reduce park, rec fees 1% 
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Q11 In the past 12 months, have you or any member of your household participated in a 
recreational program or special event offered by the City of San Marcos? 

 1 Yes 42% Ask Q12 

 2 No 55% Skip to Q13 

 98 Not Sure 3% Skip to Q13 

 99 Prefer not to answer 0% Skip to Q13 

Q12
Overall, how would you rate the quality of the city-sponsored recreational programs or 
special events that your household participated in? Would you say it was excellent, 
good, fair, poor or very poor? 

 1 Excellent 33% 

 2 Good 49% 

 3 Fair 18% 

 4 Poor 0% 

 5 Very Poor 0% 

 98 Not sure 0% 

 99 Prefer not to answer 0% 

  

Section 7: Local Governance & Customer Service 

Q13

Next, I�m going to read you a series of statements about the City of San Marcos. For 
each, I�d like you to tell me whether you agree or disagree with the statement. 
 
Here is the (first/next) one: _____. Do you agree or disagree, or do you not have an 
opinion?  If agree or disagree, ask: Would that be strongly (agree/disagree) or 
somewhat (agree/disagree)? 

 Randomize 

St
ro

n
g
ly

 
A

g
re

e 

So
m

ew
h
at

 
A

g
re

e 

So
m

ew
h
at

 
D

is
ag

re
e 

St
ro

n
g
ly

 
D

is
ag

re
e 

N
o
t 

su
re

 

Pr
ef

er
 n

o
t 

to
 

an
sw

er
 

A The City is responsive to residents� needs 17% 52% 9% 5% 16% 1% 

B The City manages its finances well 30% 37% 5% 3% 23% 2% 

C The City listens to residents when making 
important decisions 15% 44% 17% 4% 18% 2% 

D I trust the City of San Marcos 29% 50% 8% 2% 10% 0% 
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Q14
How much attention do you pay to the issues, decisions and activities of your city 
government? Would you say that you are very attentive, somewhat attentive, slightly 
attentive, or not at all attentive? 

 1 Very attentive 17% 

 2 Somewhat attentive 44% 

 3 Slightly attentive 32% 

 4 Not at all attentive 6% 

 98 Not sure 1% 

 99 Prefer not to answer 0% 

Q15 In the past 12 months, have you been in contact with staff from the City of San Marcos? 

 1 Yes 35% Ask Q16 

 2 No 65% Skip to Q17 

 98 Not sure 0% Skip to Q17 

 99 Prefer not to answer 0% Skip to Q17 

Q16 In your opinion, was the staff at the City very _____, somewhat _____, or not at all _____. 
Read one item at a time, continue until all items are read. 
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A Helpful 60% 32% 8% 0% 0% 

B Professional 76% 22% 1% 2% 0% 

C Accessible 65% 32% 4% 0% 0% 

 

Section 8: Funding Priorities 

The City of San Marcos has the financial resources to provide some of the services, programs 
and projects desired by residents. Because it can�t fund every project, however, the City must 
set priorities. 

Q17

As I read each of the following items, please indicate whether you think the City should 
make the item a high priority, a medium priority, or a low priority for future city 
spending. If you feel the City should not spend any money on this item, just say so. 
Please keep in mind that not all of the items can be high priorities. 
 
Here is the (first/next) one______ Should this item be a high, medium or low priority for 
the City, or should the City not spend any money on this item? 

 Randomize 

H
ig

h
 P

ri
o
ri

ty
 

M
ed

iu
m

 
Pr

io
ri

ty
 

Lo
w

 P
ri

o
ri

ty
 

Sh
o
u
ld

 n
o
t 

sp
en

d
 m

o
n
ey

 

N
o
t 

su
re

 

Pr
ef

er
 n

o
t 

to
 

an
sw

er
 

A Public safety including law enforcement and 
fire protection 80% 16% 3% 0% 0% 0% 
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B Parks maintenance 40% 51% 8% 0% 0% 0% 

C Street maintenance 49% 46% 6% 0% 0% 0% 

D Building and facilities maintenance 22% 58% 18% 2% 0% 0% 

E Economic development 50% 40% 7% 3% 0% 0% 

F Managing traffic congestion 55% 35% 10% 0% 0% 0% 

 

Section 9: Communication & e-Government 

Q18

Overall, are you satisfied or dissatisfied with the City�s efforts to provide information to 
residents through newsletters, direct mail, city website, social media and other 
methods? Get answer, then ask: Would that be very (satisfied/dissatisfied) or somewhat 
(satisfied/dissatisfied)? 

 1 Very satisfied 40% 

 2 Somewhat satisfied 40% 

 3 Somewhat dissatisfied 10% 

 4 Very dissatisfied 5% 

 98 Not sure 5% 

 99 Prefer not to answer 0% 

Q19 What information sources do you use to find out about City of San Marcos news, events, 
and programs? Don�t read list. Record up to first 3 responses. 

 1 City Newsletter/San Marcos 360 39% 

 2 City�s website 36% 

 3 U-T San Diego/Tribune (daily 
newspaper) 15% 

 4 The Paper 18% 

 5 City�s Recreation Guide 7% 

 6 City Council Meetings (televised) 1% 

 7 City Council Meetings (webcast) 0% 

 8 Television news 13% 

 9 Radio 5% 

 10 Internet (not City�s site) 18% 

 11 Email notification from City 5% 

 12 Flyers, brochures or posters 
(displayed at public facilities) 10% 

 13 Postcards, letters, flyers or brochures 
(mailed to home) 18% 

 14 Social media sites such as Facebook 
or Twitter 4% 

 15 Friends/Family/Associates 10% 

 16 Other (unique responses) 1% 

 17 Do Not Receive Information about City 4% 
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 98 Not sure 1% 

 99 Prefer not to answer 0% 

Q20 In the past 12 months, have you visited the City of San Marcos� website? 

 1 Yes 60% 

 2 No 38% 

 98 Not sure 1% 

 99 Prefer not to answer 0% 

Q21
As I read the following ways that the City of San Marcos can communicate with 
residents, I�d like to know if you think they would be a very effective, somewhat 
effective, or not an effective way for the City to communicate with you. 
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A Postcards, letters and newsletters mailed to 
your home 55% 33% 10% 2% 0% 

B City�s website 44% 38% 15% 3% 0% 

C Advertisements in local papers 19% 36% 42% 3% 0% 

D Social media like Facebook or Twitter 28% 28% 40% 5% 0% 

E A City Blog 15% 35% 44% 7% 0% 

F Email and e-newsletters 55% 30% 13% 2% 0% 

 

Section 10: Background & Demographics 

Thank you so much for your participation. I have just a few background questions for 
statistical purposes. 

D1 In what year were you born? Year recorded and grouped into age groups shown below. 

 18 to 24 15% 

 25 to 34 19% 

 35 to 44 21% 

 45 to 54 16% 

 55 to 64 11% 

 65 and older 13% 

 Refused 5% 
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D2 Do you have one or more children under the age of 18 living in your household? 

 1 Yes 45% 

 2 No 53% 

 99 Prefer not to answer 2% 

D3 Do you own or rent your residence in San Marcos? 

 1 Own 76% 

 2 Rent 19% 

 99 Prefer not to answer 5% 

D4
Which of the following best describes your employment status? Would you say you are 
employed full-time, part-time, a student, a homemaker, retired, or are you in-between 
jobs right now? 

 1 Employed full-time 48% 

 2 Employed part-time 14% 

 3 Student 11% 

 4 Homemaker 5% 

 5 Retired 17% 

 6 In-between jobs 4% 

 98 Not sure 0% 

 99 Prefer not to answer 2% 

D5 Approximately how many miles do you commute to work, one way? If unsure, ask to 
estimate. Percentage of employed respondents shown below. 

 Less than 9 39% 

 10 to 19 23% 

 20 to 29 9% 

 30 to 39 10% 

 More than 40 6% 

 No commute / Work from home 11% 

 Not sure / Prefer not to answer 2% 

Those are all of the questions that I have for you!  Thanks so much for participating in this 
important survey! This survey was conducted for the City of San Marcos. 
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Post-Interview Items 

S1 Gender 

 1 Male 55% 

 2 Female 44% 

 3 Prefer not to answer 1% 

S2 Quadrant 

 1 Northeast 36% 

 2 Northwest 23% 

 3 Southeast 6% 

 4 Southwest 35% 

 


