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WE BRING CITIZEN  
ENGAGEMENT

After growing up in Sheffield Mills, Nova Scotia, working for 
a decade in New England, and then returning to Nova Scotia 
eight years ago, I used the vast experience I had gained to start 
my own firm in the Annapolis Valley. This is not a hotbed 
of marketing research activity, but it has been fun to talk to 
representatives from businesses and other organizations about 
the value of research and to work with many to delve into re-
search for the first time. Maintaining my contacts and clients 
from the U.S. has helped subsidize this endeavour. 

In starting my own firm, I had a very specific mission, 
which I felt was in line with the changing technology, took 
advantage of the experience I brought, and fit in with the local 
market. I wanted to make the depth of insight that could be 
gained through professional marketing and opinion research 
accessible to organizations that previously may not have been 
able to afford these types of services.

My previous experience had involved working for 
large organizations, including those in sports, media and 
entertainment, as well as universities and public policy firms. 
These were large-budget projects, and I often worked with 
experienced internal staff researchers in each of them. The 
organizations had the resources and the background to seek 
the research they needed, understand the methodological 
options, and make use of the findings. These are great clients 
and an important end of the market for many in our industry. 

However, at the other end of the spectrum are small 
businesses, non-profits, and smaller municipalities that 
previously have not had direct exposure to research, nor to the 
resources to commission projects. Many of these organizations 
have had only one-way communications, without the ability 
to receive and process reliable input and feedback.

Much has already been written about the growth of online 
research and the decline of the landline, so I’ll spare you that 
narrative. Needless to say, though, online has opened the 
possibilities for many smaller organizations to engage in both 
qualitative and quantitative research. 

The twist in Atlantic Canada, however, as in many other 
rural parts of the continent, is that online access is not as 

prevalent as in urban areas. This situation means that the 
big-panel companies have not focused on building panels that 
can be representative within smaller communities. That’s not 
a complaint, just a reality that is understandable, based on 
business decisions. Therefore, we often have to get creative.

In addition to the changing communications market for 
our respondents, advancement in software has also made it 
possible for us to make powerful analytic techniques more 
available to our clients.

Because marketing research services have not previously 
been accessible, many within small organizations are not 
familiar with the methodologies, not to mention the 
benefits they could gain from the learnings, or the goodwill 
from increased engagement. Therefore, a first step for 
smaller organizations has been to hold meetings to discuss 
the changing market and technology, and the impact on 
what options open up for them to engage with customers, 
prospects, members and citizens. It is always rewarding to see 
the wheels turning in organization representatives’ minds as 
they imagine the possibilities that had not been there before.

Although I maintain many clients in the U.S. from past 
connections and current referrals, I have spent a great deal of 
my energies educating and designing effective and efficient 
methodologies to help local organizations. Many of these 
have been municipalities, some of which had never conducted 
research in the past.

Many municipalities still try to make use of the traditional 
planning advisory committee (PAC) as a source of local 
citizen input and feedback for the elected officials. A few 
have progressed to establishing a citizen panel. Including the 
perspective of local citizens in decision-making is important 
to the process of governing and ensuring relevant policy-
making; it helps build trust in government and helps maintain 
transparency through increased democracy.

With the increasingly busy schedules of citizens, 
participation in these committees has been decreasing, 
and those who do participate often have specific agendas 
they are trying to advocate. Although such participation 
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may have served its purpose in the past, I have met with 
many municipal representatives to explain how modern 
communication methods, sampling strategies, and analytic 
techniques can provide a broader and more representative 
citizen base and greater insight into citizens’ priorities. 

Some may say that the explosion of instant 
communication has in itself enabled citizens to let their 
officials know what they think anytime they wish. This is 
true. However, who are the self-engaged citizens who choose 
to fire off an email, call from wherever they happen to be, 
or send a letter? They are valuable citizens with input that 
should be considered, but they may not represent the general 
population – they may be a vocal minority. 

It is increasingly easy and common for some segments 
to be vocal and perhaps appear to be a more significant 
proportion of the population than they actually are. This 
possibility is why sampling is so important. When there has 
been an important and controversial topic, I have been hired 
to design a balanced questionnaire and collect opinions from 
a representative sample of citizens on a single issue and present 
those findings to council. Doing so helps council understand 
how the citizens feel – and not just those who have taken the 
time and effort to be vocal, or to spend money on ads.

Municipalities have the opportunity to strengthen their 
relationships with the communities they serve by ensuring more 
comprehensive and reliable input from citizens. This can include 
garnering opinions on possible directions or policies under 
consideration as well as affording opportunities for new ideas 
and directions to emerge. Today’s technologies and methods 
allow for more robust, more frequent, and more efficient 
opportunities for increased transparency and engagement.

Many municipalities in our region have decided to use 
professional research to gather input on specific policies under 
consideration as well as for feedback on services, infrastructure, 
quality of place, quality of life, environmental progress, and 
economic development activities. What has also been valuable 
is a comprehensive evaluation of citizen priorities, including a 
realistic trade-off between taxes and services. 

Municipal leaders realize that to get reliable opinions from 
a truly representative sample – and not just from groups with 
a specific agenda – not only is the method of sample selection 
key, but so are quality design and the assurance of anonymity 
for open and honest opinions. Third party collection and 
protection of the data help ensure respondents that their 
opinions will not be linked to their identity when those 
opinions are reported back to the municipality. Professional 
researchers also have the tools and experience to design 
questioning, analyse the data, and interpret the findings 
without bias. But I guess I’m preaching to the choir here.

Many organizations, especially governments, need to 
make the opportunity for engagement through the research 
as fair as possible, not systematically excluding anyone. For 
these clients, I have offered surveys to a random selection of 
citizens – regardless of online/offline or landline/cell-only/
cell-mostly – and let the respondents choose their method of 
response. Because the surveys are public, I even get requests 
from those outside the selected sample to participate. I usually 
recommend allowing participation but keeping the random 
sample intact as the primary segment for analysis.

In the past, mixed-method studies have been frowned 
upon in our industry, and I understand the reasons; but I 
believe the inclusiveness they provide is worth the trade-off 
in today’s environment. When offered the choice, more than 
four-fifths usually choose to complete the interview online, 
thereby providing efficiency of data collection. In most cases, 
however, we would not have been able, initially, to reach these 
citizens electronically. 

Some may argue there are segments that are less likely to 
participate, and their argument would be correct. We try our 
best to have representative participation but will weight the 
data to reflect any discrepancies. It is important, though, that 
everyone has the opportunity to participate.

Although there are still no shortages of political 
dysfunction, high octane rhetoric, and controversy, there is 
some encouragement in the fact that our industry can make 
positive changes in the system by providing the opportunity 
for representative citizen engagement to further democracy 
at the community level. The national and provincial 
governments have had these opportunities for decades. 
However, we have the chance to bring this engagement to 
local communities. Many local politicians value the insight, 
and citizens value being engaged by their local officials. 

Although municipal government is an important example 
of new access to research, I have also been involved with 
bringing these services to small businesses, associations, 
and non-profits that previously had not seen our services 
as accessible. I love working with these clients to help them 
grow, providing them with an understanding of the people 
they serve and how they can create the most value.

There are still many municipalities and other organizations 
that do not have the benefit of input from citizens, customers 
or members. There is still much work to be done to spread 
the word.
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