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Background 
Palo Alto has been surveying residents since the first survey in 2003. The survey report shares 
the survey results with some historical comparison. As described in the City Council report of 
May 17, 2021, the survey was conducted starting on December 21, 2020 and responses were 
collected over seven weeks.  

Selecting Survey Recipients “Sampling” refers to the method by which households were chosen 
to receive the survey. All households within the City of Palo Alto were eligible to participate in 
the survey. A list of all households within the zip codes serving Palo Alto was purchased from 
Go-Dog Direct based on updated listings from the United States Postal Service. Since some of 
the zip codes that serve Palo Alto households may also serve addresses that lie outside of the 
community, the exact geographic location of each housing unit was compared to community 
boundaries using the most current municipal boundary file (updated on a quarterly basis) and 
addresses located outside of Palo Alto boundaries were removed from consideration. Each 
address identified as being within City boundaries was further identified as being located in 
North or South Palo Alto, and within one of six areas. To choose the 3,600 survey recipients, a 
systematic sampling method was applied to the list of households previously screened for 
geographic location. Systematic sampling is a procedure whereby a complete list of all possible 
households is culled, selecting every Nth one, giving each eligible household a known 
probability of selection, until the appropriate number of households is selected. Multi-family 
housing units were selected at a higher rate as residents of this type of housing typically 
respond at lower rates to surveys than do those in single-family housing units.  

Executive Summary 
Ratings for some utility-related aspects have improved since 2018. Out of the 3,600 citizens the 
survey was sent to, 768 responded and about 9 in 10 of those residents gave positive marks to 
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the reliability of utility services in Palo Alto and 8 in 10 or more awarded favorable scores to: 
the community value received from the City owning and operating its own municipal utility 
services, utilities online customer self-service features, providing opportunities for energy and 
water efficiency at home or business, value of Palo Alto Utilities’ customer communications, 
ease of contacting Utilities department staff, and speed of response after contacting Utilities 
department staff. Five of the 11 individual aspects of utility services included in this question 
saw improved ratings from 2018 to 2021; the remaining 6 aspects were similar to the previous 
survey results. Further, more than 8 in 10 residents gave positive marks to utility payment 
options, drinking water, and storm water management (the latter rating also increased from 
2018 to 2021). 
Attachments: 

• Attachment A: Presentation 



2021 Community Survey
Attachment A



Survey Background & Methods

• Mailed to 3,600 households
• 768 completed (22%)

• 530 completed online

• ±4% margin of error
• Weighted to reflect 

community
• Results compared by 

geography, by gender, and by 
race/ethnicity

2Prepared by Polco/NRC
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What one change would make you 
happier?
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82%

80%

19% made a comment related to
housing (amount, type, 

affordability/cost of living)

#1 
most frequently-mentioned 

topic area



Ratings for some utility-
related aspects have 
improved since 2018.
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Alternative Transportation

5

34%
of respondents used
public transportation

in past 12 months

= higher than benchmark

Residents in 2021 were more likely than in 
2018 to:

• describe walking and biking as
convenient modes of transportation

• Plan to purchase an electric car in the
next two years



Utility Ratings
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82%

80%

Reliability of utility services

Utilities online customer self-service features

Value received from City owning/operating own utility services

Ease of contacting Utilities department staff

Speed of response after contacting Utilities dept. staff

Value of Palo Alto Utilities’ customer communications

Providing opportunities for energy/water efficiency at home/business

93%

86%

84%

84%

83%

80%

80%
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Benchmark Utility Ratings
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82%

80%

Drinking 
water

Sewer 
services

Utility 
payment 
options

Gas 
utility

Electric 
utility

88% 87% 86%

78% 77%

= higher than benchmark* 



How are survey results used?
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Monitor trends in resident opinion

Measure government performance

Inform budget, land use, strategic planning decisions

Benchmark service ratings

Prepared by National Research Center, Inc.
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