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Methodology
The following summarizes two focus groups of Opinion Leaders held May 1st and 2nd in Costa Mesa, California and San Jose, California, respectively.  For this study, Opinion Leaders were defined as attentive voters, who paid frequent / daily attention to the news, and had participated in at least two of a list of activities given, including: visiting an elected official, posting a blog, writing to a local official, writing a letter to an editor, speaking out on a public affairs issue, or signing a petition.  

Each group was made-up of ten to eleven Opinion Leaders.  The groups were balanced by gender and political party, taking into account the political leanings of each area.  The groups were also balanced to include all age ranges, but skewed 35 years or older given the definition of Opinion Leader.  

The discussion guide for the groups was crafted by Porter Novelli and Voter / Consumer Research, with final approval from the California Chapter of the American Planning Association (CCAPA).  The guide focused on growth and development, the general planning function, planners and their role in our communities, and statewide advocates of planning (including the CCAPA).  

Summary

· Our main take-away from all four groups is any messaging should focus on planning, as opposed to the CCAPA or even professional planners.  

· Voters already agree on the importance of planning.  Planning is seen as essential in our neighborhoods and communities for making our lives richer, more efficient and easier.  
· Specific examples include traffic and transit planning, housing / retail planning, planning for parks and open space, including public feedback, and—most importantly—planning for the future.

· As mentioned, voters are already with us on planning, so we’re more than halfway there.  By focusing on planning, we are not trying to convince them of something they don’t believe, nor are we educating them about something they do not already know.

· However, planning is not ‘top of mind’ for them.  Communication and messaging is needed to provide the reminder of how good planning serves our communities.

· Communicating about planners is more difficult.  Voters are not terribly aware of planners overall, and are completely unaware of the planning profession.  

· The groups have a difficult time differentiating between professional planners and government bureaucrats (City Council, City Boards, County Supervisors, etc.). 

· The short line between planner and bureaucrat presents the need for an extensive education / information campaign if we want to focus on planners.  This strikes me as both expensive and less productive than working with what voters already know, which is ‘planning is good’.

· When presented with examples of planning professionals, voters “get it”, they understand.  However, there isn’t as much interest or excitement about professional planners as there is about the planning itself.  
· An even more challenging message is highlighting the Association.  Both the national and state chapter of the Association are, like the planning profession, unknown.  But the association faces an additional obstacle in the context / perception of associations.  

· Voters quickly head down the path of association = special interest group = lobbyists when they hear of the American Planning Association and the California Chapter of the American Planning Association.  

· The question arose in each group of who is paying for the association, who pays the dues, and are taxpayers somehow footing the bill.

· Given the distrust and skepticism about associations in general, we recommend messaging not focused or centered on the CCAPA.  

· Voters are already appreciative of planning, have general goodwill towards planners when the profession is discussed, and the association is viewed as almost a step backward or removing some of that goodwill.
· Planning is “smart”: smart for the future, smart for the way we live.  
· Smart planning is seen as many things, including:

· More housing / affordable housing
· Neighborhoods with a mix of housing and retail / businesses
· Transit choices 
· Parks and open space 
· Income and age diversity 
· Garnering public feedback
· All of these things are viewed as good planning and how the groups defined “smart growth”.  Although they initially snicker at the term “smart growth”, the idea of “smart planning” that encompasses all of these things is what they want.

· Our challenge is to define the message that conveys “smart” and “forward looking” planning.

· Effective messaging appears to be centered on several themes that deserve further testing in our quantitative research.

· Planning is good for the future (growth, our children’s communities)

· Planning is about convenience / making our lives easier (transit, roads, walkable neighborhoods, retail).
· What happens in the absence of planning?
· A couple of the groups raised this scenario and the “It’s a Wonderful City” clip really drove it home for voters. It’s a reverse message that should be explored further.
· Planning involves public participation.
· The messaging needs to be specific, and cite specific examples of smart planning; the generic statements tested were not well-received and came off as typical marketing or “fluff”.

Growth and Planners
Growth is very much top of mind.  In both areas—Orange County and San Jose—growth was raised as an area of concern in the community.  In Orange County, growth is seen as a serious problem, as there is too much growth happening too quickly.  This affects these voters personally through increased traffic, road conditions, lack / cost of housing, and environmental concerns.  They’re focused on growth and how it can be better managed; they didn’t say “planned” growth but they articulated the need for controlled growth.  In San Jose, the focus on growth was less negative, with the area of primary concern being traffic and roads.  

Voters in both areas immediately say there is little planning occurring on the local level to handle growth.  However, when talking about planners specifically, voters in the two locations diverged.  In Southern California, where they listed examples of poorly planned growth, they also listed some examples of good planning.  In seeing both examples of good planning and lack of planning, they view planners overwhelmingly as positive.  They believe planners have a tough job and like that someone in the community is focused on a plan for the community (sort of an “advocate for the community”).  
“Planners provide some order to the whole thing.  They’ll never make everyone happy.”  

In Northern California, where they are not as negative on growth overall, planners were seen with much more skepticism.  These voters easily made the leap from planner to bureaucrat or bureaucrat-controlled and were quick to write off planners.  It’s important to note the opinion is not negative, it’s just more ineffective in Northern California.  
“I hope they are engineers.  I hope a mix of all kinds of specialties.  We want rational planning rather than politicians making decisions.”

“They’re just trying to get re-elected.”
“Planner makes recommendations, goes through many steps, could be killed or it could go forward, but they don’t make decisions.”
The groups did not draw a clear line to separate professional planners and the City Council / Planning Commissions.  When the difference was pointed out, they got it, but they weren’t there on their own.  These voters also don’t think of planning as a profession—a few mentioned civil engineers, and in Southern California they knew The Irvine Company—but that’s about as far as they got.  
Take-Away: Despite a good feeling about planners and the work they do, we don’t see a lot of “oomph” there, which brings us to our first conclusion: it will be difficult for CCAPA if we focus our message on the planners.  

Planning

What these Opinion Leaders are focused on is planning—good planning.  In Southern California, the good feelings about planners were directly related to the examples they saw of well-planned communities like Irvine, Ladera Ranch, and the Mission Viejo Company’s proposed master-planned community.  It isn’t the planners, but it is the planning that gets them excited and makes them care.  
“Irvine is probably the best example…they have several parks, an elementary school, Home Depot, Walgreens, banks, restaurants….you don’t have to leave your community.”  

Good planning is viewed as encompassing a big picture: 
· Transit plans, 
· Adequate roads, 
· Public participation, 

· Parks and open space, 

· Ample housing and affordable housing, 
· Diverse areas, 
· Walkable neighborhoods with a mix of residential and retail, 
· Environmental considerations / trees, and 
· Adequate city services.  
Planning also separates where we live from where “necessities” are, like power plants, factories, prisons, airports and anything else that might be an eyesore.  We need these things, just not where we live.  The items bulleted above are the things voters talked about related to planning and the eventual outcome of successful planning. 

Something that is missing from “good” planning is density, which they initially see as apartment buildings and renters.  When it comes to the issue of density, these voters are very contradictory.  On one hand, they want to fix traffic, sprawl, and pollution; on the other hand, they want single family homes with yards in the suburbs.  Very few people understood that these two goals were in conflict with each other.  A lot are environmentally aware / concerned but don’t have the vaguest idea what that means in the context of urban planning.  Given the lack of understanding, density is something we need to hesitate talking about with regards to good planning. 
“We definitely are building enough apartment buildings.”
When these Opinion Leaders think of planning, they think on a local level.  They think of their communities, the areas they know, the areas where their friends and/or kids live.  It is very difficult for them to focus on statewide planning and, when they do, they lose interest.  To them, planning is about new communities being built near them, redeveloping areas in their communities so they are better planned, and big local projects like the 49ers stadium.  
“Keep it personal so that way people can relate to them.”
Take-Away: The message is about the planning.  It’s the planning—good planning—that gets their attention and makes them care.  Good planning is specific, and something they can relate to their communities. 
Statewide Planning

Overall, these voters do think statewide groups are focusing on planning for California, but they aren’t really interested as much.  As mentioned above, when they think ‘planning,’ they think local.  These Opinion Leaders immediately make the jump from association to lobbyists and special interest groups.  Suddenly, it’s no longer about planning, but about where the money is.  
No one had heard of the American Planning Association or the CCAPA.  While the majority were glad there was a statewide voice on the issue, the association quickly gets dragged down the lobbyist / special interest path.  All of the four groups wanted to know who funded the Association / who paid for it / who was allowed to be a member.  
“Do our taxes pay for these people (the association)?”
“Not sure I want them working at all, because I don’t know who’s paying for them and don’t know who these people are and what their reason for being is.”
Take-Away: The special interest / lobbyist connection is fairly negative and we’d advise avoiding the discussion altogether.  We can 1) easily focus on the planning and get positive results, or 2) focus on the planners if we’re prepared to educate the public of their role.  There isn’t a need to take on the association issue for the CCAPA.
Eminent Domain

Eminent domain is a fairly hot topic with the voters we spoke with.  It’s not necessarily keeping them awake at night, but they are aware of it and prickle at the mention.  Overall, throughout the four groups, most people realized eminent domain is necessary in some instances, but they want it to be controlled, used sparingly, and fair.  Overall, the groups thought each instance of eminent domain should be considered on a case-by-case basis, but there were some points from the discussion that stood out.

Eminent domain should only be used in instances of “public good.”  The example the groups kept coming back to was new roads, interstates, and overpasses.  “Public good” is not to increase tax revenues or to allow a developer to build what they see as fit for the community (examples were taking down houses to build a shopping center, the Kelo case, etc.).  
“It is a shame but sometimes is necessary, but it really needs to be for the greater public good.”

“If it’s planned, for a highway, like when they expanded 87.  But not just to develop.”  

When given examples of eminent domain by others in the group, these voters genuinely felt for those affected and struggled with the right answer.  What they came back to was homeowners need to be fairly compensated.  There is the perception now that cities are not fairly compensating homeowners so it’s a double whammy—you lose property and aren’t fairly compensated for it.  Some participants took this to extreme saying homeowners should be paid a premium since they didn’t want to see their property taken in the first place.
“I have heard they don’t pay market value.”  

“It is lower than property is valued at.”  

There were a few people that were not open to eminent domain at all and not willing to entertain much discussion on the topic.  These individuals were in the minority, but are worth noting nonetheless.
Take-Away: Messaging on eminent domain needs to always be mindful that it’s a hot topic and the voters are emotional about it.  Key points are: case-by-case consideration (controlled), only in cases for the public good (used sparingly), and homeowners are fairly compensated (fair). 
Messaging

The “It’s a Wonderful City” video is very effective.  It reinforces what they believe would happen with no planning and leads them to appreciate zoning and safety laws already in place.  The most effective points are:

· Planning keeps the area from becoming too dense, too overcrowded.
· From the discussion on “good planning,” we know this is a concern these voters have.
· Planning keeps out undesirable businesses from where we live (adult stores, factories, etc.).
· Planning increases the safety of our roads and streets.
· Planning makes our neighborhoods more aesthetically pleasing with open space and trees. 

Overall, this clip reinforced what the groups had already decided about good planning, but it’s a nice reminder.  
“What would happen to our cities if they weren’t there.”

“Without planners, people would be living in garages and tents.”
The idea of “smart growth” is something respondents initially snicker at and brush off, it’s seen as “jargon,” “marketing,” and “spin.”  However, after discussion about what necessitates good planning (housing, environmental considerations, road and infrastructure), voters see ‘smart growth’ as a definition and an umbrella that covers all of the other priorities like public participation and transit options.  Smart growth to these voters is smart planning.  Smart planning is what we want to convey, however the words are not enough.  The words are too easy to write-off as marketing, our definition need to define what smart planning is.  

None of the messages we tested were clear winners with the groups, although we did see some patterns emerge at to what is smart planning:

· Specific messages test better—what is good planning, how does it improve my life (choices for communities, public participation, etc.). 
· Planning is good for our communities and good for us—it makes our life easier in terms of commuting, shopping, getting around and generally living. 
· Public participation is important.  It makes voters feel involved and makes them believe planners care about and are an advocate for the community
.


“Listen to the public more; they seem to be in silos.”

“Planners interpret what we want and try to achieve it.”
· Planning is about the future—accommodating growth and preserving communities for our children.  It is important that planning be forward looking and thinking about the future, however we need to further test timeframes as the groups did not provide clear direction.

“Need a long term plan.”

“Irvine has a 20 year plan, Anaheim has a whole big master plan.
“Their job to look to the future, this is what type of utilities we need, this is the type of housing we need, they need to put that all together and present it to the citizens.”

“It’s very important, you have to plan and you have to plan ahead.”
“Should try to make it more exciting, our technology is going so fast, they need to say they’re keeping up with it, planning for future technology.”
Take-Away: In the survey, we need to be sure to test messages that: are specific, talk about an absence of planning, highlight public participation, and are forward thinking (we recommend testing several timeframes to get an idea of what the public sees as future thinking). 
� The public participation message is interesting; it is one of the things that rang consistent across all groups, people want to know about growth/change early.  However, this is in direct contradiction with group participants admitting they receive announcements and meeting notices but never attend.  We’re assuming they like the option to attend—and it’s important for them to feel they have the channels to participate—even though most clearly have no intention of participating.  
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