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20 years of best practices research 



Public Involvement Matters Survey



Top Challenges

#1 Poor participation

#2 Uninformed input



#1 Challenge: poor participation

“Apathy and time commitment by the public.”

“Currently we have very little public visibility, awareness, 
and involvement.”

“People just don't make time to give input.”

“Lack of participation. Reaching the same motivated 
people who may not be representative.”

“Getting people involved and interested in the first place 
and getting a decent demographic cross-section of the 

population; not just elderly white people.”

“Regardless of what advertisement methods we try, we 
get the same small crowd.”



#2 Challenge: uninformed input

“Uninformed citizens trying to sway projects in a way they 

think they want to see.”

“Uninformed input spread as fact through Social Media.”

“Spread of dis-information. People only like to 

acknowledge their points of view. All others are wrong. 

People do not want to hear all sides or all information.”

“The public being uniformed at meetings and giving 

uninformed feedback.”

“Engaging people who are interested but may not have 

time to immerse themselves in a planning effort.”



Top 3 Engagement Methods

#1 Public meetings

#2 Social media

#3 Visual & interactive tools

Less used methods …

#4  Traditional text surveys

#5  Phone polls



6 drawbacks of
traditional surveys



Boring surveys 
yield low 

participation



Boring surveys 
yield low 

participation

Long surveys 
have a low 

completion rate



Boring surveys 
yield low 

participation

Bland surveys 
are rarely 

shared socially 

Long surveys 
have a low 

completion rate



Boring surveys 
yield low 

participation

Bland surveys 
are rarely 

shared socially 

Long surveys 
have a low 

completion rate

Multiple choice 
questions are 
too simplistic



Boring surveys 
yield low 

participation

Bland surveys 
are rarely 

shared socially 

Long surveys 
have a low 

completion rate

Traditional 
surveys rely on 

language

Multiple choice 
questions are 
too simplistic



Boring surveys 
yield low 

participation

Bland surveys 
are rarely 

shared socially 

Long surveys 
have a low 

completion rate

Text based 
surveys are not 

educational

Traditional 
surveys rely on 

language

Multiple choice 
questions are 
too simplistic



✓ Increase participation
✓ Broaden demographics

✓ Educated input
✓ Quantifiable data

Top public engagement goals

maximum participation  +  informed input  =  actionable results
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ACTIONABLE PUBLIC INPUT
Indianapolis Metropolitan Planning Organization

Jen Higginbotham, AICP





PROJECTS: Let’s Talk Transit

 Goals: Education, broad transit feedback, tradeoffs

 Scale: 2 counties (310K & 150K population)

 Responses: 900 & 600 (~1,500 total)

Regional Bikeways Plan

 Goals: Project Prioritization, locations for connectivity

 Scale: 8-county MPA (1.5M population)

 Responses: 1,459 participants / 1,050 completed 

Regional Pedestrian Plan

 Goals: Goals, Geographic Prioritization

 Scale: 8-county MPA (1.5M population)

 Responses: 897 participants / 700 completed



LET’S TALK TRANSIT (2017)

 November 2016 Referendum – Marion County

 Future Referendum Opportunity –

Hamilton/Johnson counties

 Minimal transit service today 

(on-demand / paratransit, minimal fixed route)

 If your community had more money for transit:

 What kind of transit would you want?

 Where should it go?

 What hours should it operate?



SURVEY FORMULA

Based on Anchorage 

transit survey – made 

changes

Customize to each 

county

Mix education and input

Emphasize choices and 
tradeoffs

Small amount of tool 

customizing

Use concise but clear 

language

Getting the images right

Spanish translation





https://ltthc-demo.metroquest.com/


PROMOTIONAL FORMULA

 Survey: open about 1.5 months

 Social Media

 PR / Outreach Consultants

 targeted boosts, special imagery

 Email Newsletter 

 2 Interns (instead of kiosks)

 iPads 

 Contact Cards

 Festivals / Booth Spaces



FACEBOOK



FACEBOOK



NEWSLETTER

 Introduced Survey

 Survey close date 

(extended a couple of 

times)

 Large images of 
survey’s welcome 

screen

 Followed up with 

pictures of the survey 

team



INTERNS & LIVE SURVEYS

 2 Interns (instead of kiosks)

 Usually partnered

 More mobile, respond to peak times, weather, 
change if low foot-traffic, etc.

 Libraries, grocery stores, outdoor shopping centers, 
downtown areas, farmer’s market, community 
centers

 Nearly always outside, mostly called ahead

 Self-directed (avg. 30-35 hours/week each)

 cheat-sheet / training

 PR person cards

 online after-report

 iPads

 + data plans

 Contact Cards



RESULTS 

 Hamilton County

 ~ 830 people took all of the 

survey

 Another ~150 took some of 

the survey or only visited

 Johnson County

 ~ 360 people took all of the 

survey

 Another ~100 took some of 

the survey or only visited
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Took Survey 

Using:
Mobile Web Tablet

< 25 8 15 52

26 - 40 91 58 84

41 - 60 88 122 141

61 - 80 24 65 76

80 + 0 1 3

(no answer) 98 43 18

Total 211 261 356

% 31.3% 30.8% 37.9%
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Took Survey 

Using:
Mobile Web Tablet

< 25 5 3 10

26 - 40 46 33 33

41 - 60 48 66 38

61 - 80 16 28 32

80 + 0 0 2

(no answer) 77 21 11

Total 192 151 126

% 40.9% 32.2% 26.9%



RESULTS 

 Overall

 Preferences were fairly universal with few exceptions

 Most people who took the survey had used transit as a tourist or a commuter

 70+ % of both survey’s takers had at least two cars at home

 8% of each county didn’t want transit at all (may have skewed results very slightly)

 Division on whether to just serve trips within their own community or to others

 Hamilton County

 Strong division on whether to run buses all day or only during daytime work shifts.  
Division was across all demographic categories

 Johnson County

 Most exceptions to the majority were from the few people who didn’t have a car

 More people favored a 24-hour transit system



REGIONAL PEDESTRIAN PLAN

 Why?

 Provide a resource for communities

 How?

 Multiple-Choice / Long-Form Survey

 Personal motivations

 Personal limitations

 Dynamic Survey

 Preferences for assigning regional priorities

 Conduct needs analysis (data-driven)



https://regionalpedplan-demo.metroquest.com/


PROMOTIONAL FORMULA

 Survey: open about 2 months

 Social Media

 Facebook outreach (targeted boosts, 

special imagery) 

 Online Event (video / live FAQ)

 Email Newsletter 

 Staff (instead of kiosks)

 iPads 

 Contact Cards

 Festivals / Booth Spaces









REGIONAL BIKEWAYS PLAN

 Why?

 Provide a resource for communities

 A potential tool for federal funding

 How?

 Updating 2015 Plan

 Dynamic Survey

 Preferences for assigning regional priorities

 Data-driven project prioritization









https://regionalbikeplan-demo.metroquest.com/


PROMOTIONAL FORMULA

 Survey: open about 2 months

 Social Media

 Facebook outreach (targeted boosts, 

special imagery) 

 Online Event (video / live FAQ)

 Email Newsletter 

 Staff (instead of kiosks)

 iPads 

 Contact Cards

 Festivals / Booth Spaces







Jen Higginbotham, AICP
Jen.Higginbotham@IndyMPO.org

317-327-7587

Indianapolis, IN Indianapolis MPO

WWW.IndyMPO.org

mailto:Jen.Higginbotham@IndyMPO.org
http://www.indympo.org/


Winning formula for 
actionable public input



Take the 
boring out of 
engagement



#1: Make it visual & interactive



#2: Be multi-channel



… think mobile



Take the 
boring out of 
engagement

Keep it short 
(5 minutes)



#3: Design it to take 5 minutes

Time to Complete (minutes)

Participants

0       5      10      15      20      25      30      35      40      45       50      55      60



#4: Start with engaging questions



Take the 
boring out of 
engagement

Get socialKeep it short 
(5 minutes)



#5: Emphasize social sharing



#6: Monitor & target demographics

Use social media Go to them



#7: Offer a safe & private option 



Take the 
boring out of 
engagement

Get socialKeep it short 
(5 minutes)

Design 
surveys for 

planning



#8: Use templates designed for planning



Take the 
boring out of 
engagement

Get socialKeep it short 
(5 minutes)

Go beyond 
language

Design 
surveys for 

planning



#9: Collect quantifiable input



Convey nuances with pictures



Collect spatial data with maps



Take the 
boring out of 
engagement

Get socialKeep it short 
(5 minutes)

Embed 
education into 

your survey
Go beyond 
language

Design 
surveys for 

planning



#10: Create microlearning moments



#10: Create microlearning moments



#10: Create microlearning moments



Voila! Actionable results!



10 Tips for Actionable Input

#1 Make it visual & interactive

#2 Be multi-channel, think mobile

#3 Design it to take 5 minutes

#4 Start with engaging questions

#5 Emphasize social sharing

#6 Monitor & target demographics

#7 Offer a safe & private option

#8 Use templates designed for planning

#9 Collect quantifiable input

#10 Create microlearning moments



Formula for 
actionable results

✓ Critical mass
✓ Diversity
✓ Informed input
✓ Quantifiable results



Select MetroQuest subscribers

State Agencies Local Agencies Consulting Firms



MetroQuest – Engagement Optimized

✓ Engage thousands online

✓ Involve a diverse audience

✓ Educate the public

✓ Collect informed input

✓ Deliver actionable results

Unlimited surveys with 

your annual subscription!



Poll: What 
additional information 

would you like?



What projects is MetroQuest designed for?



Urban 
design TransitLRTPs

Bike & 
pedestrian ComprehensiveLand 

use



Poll: What types of projects 
are coming up for you? 
Send me examples for:



NEXT Webinar

Microlearning & Gamification: 

How to Optimize MetroQuest 

Surveys for Informed Public Input

Wednesday, December 11th

11 am Pacific | 2 pm Eastern (45 minutes)

Educational Credit: 0.75 (APA AICP CM)

Poll: Save your seat!



MPO Report

Public Involvement Trends that Matter

▪ Top 3 MPO Challenges

▪ Top 5 Public Participation Priorities

▪ Citizen Preference Insights

▪ Popular Involvement Methods

▪ Public Involvement Frequency

▪ Top 4 Transportation Project Types

Thank you to 172 survey participants!



FREE eBook

Public Engagement: 

6 Drawbacks of 

Multiple Choice Surveys

▪ 6 pitfalls to avoid

▪ 18 tips for online engagement

▪ Featured case study



Questions?

Jen Higginbotham

Principal Planner

Indianapolis MPO

Dave Biggs

Chief Engagement Officer

MetroQuest



Thank you for participating!

AICP CM: https://www.planning.org/events/course/9189772/


