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Background and Purpose

• While there are widespread resources for conducting public outreach and a growing body of 

literature and experience on how to engage the public, there are few practical methods to gauge 

the success of these public involvement approaches. 

• This set of instructions will walk through the components of both the Public Involvement 

Effectiveness Survey and the accompanying scoring tool and how to best utilize them. 

• These tools measure the effectiveness of a public involvement campaign or program related to 

transportation planning and all phases of project delivery.

• These tools have the benefit of being:

• Precise, allowing for constructive feedback on what is going well and what specific aspects of 

the public involvement participants think can be improved

• Resilient, minimizing the influence of extreme scores 

• Vetted, using quantitative and qualitative methods and real-world data

• The tools should be used throughout the course of a project, starting at the very beginning as 

part of the public involvement planning, as well as once the public involvement activities have 

begun. Doing so will allow for early feedback from the public, tracking performance over times 

and course corrections as appropriate.

• These tools are not designed to compare across multiple projects—there are many other factors, 

nuances, and differences between projects that are not encapsulated in these tools, making 

cross-project comparison inappropriate. Scores should be considered and reviewed in their own 

project’s context.
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Definitions

• Indicators: Qualities that are indicative of effective public involvement, such as Influence & Impact, 

Accessibility, Timing, etc.

• Items: Individual questions, each asking about some aspect of the public involvement process. 

• Answer choices for the survey questions vary; some ask for demographic information (gender, 

age, ethnicity, race, etc.), while others ask respondents to rate their attitude on a scale of 

Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree. 

• Many questions give respondents the option to say “Don’t Know” or “Not Applicable”.

• Index: Summarizes survey data; produces a “score” indicating the effectiveness of public 

involvement activities to date.

• The index produces an effectiveness score for each item, each indicator, and the project 

overall (across all indicators). 

• Scores indicate whether the public involvement process to date has been strong, moderate, or 

weak. Additionally, scores offer a summary from both public and agency perspectives.

• Scoring Tool: Automatically calculates scores for each item, each indicator, and the index overall.

• Responses from each participant go into an Excel spreadsheet; embedded formulas calculate 

scores (for each item, indicator, and the overall index).

• Discrepancy: The difference between public and agency scores for each item, each indicator, and 

the index overall. 

• Survey: The entire measurement tool, including demographic questions, questions that are used 

in scoring the index part of the survey, and qualitative open-end questions.
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The Public Involvement Effectiveness Survey 

The survey for use with the public (see Appendix 1) is composed of 38 questions divided across several areas, 

including six indicators of effective public involvement. Most of the questions are rated on a five-point scale of 

Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree, with “Don’t Know” and “Not Applicable” response categories also available. 

The areas of the survey include:

• Respondent demographics —The goal of these questions is to give high-level information about how similar or dissimilar 

respondents are to the American Community Survey estimates of the project area. (9 questions) 

• Influence and Impact – The goal of this indicator is to measure the extent to which public feedback has an impact on the 

project decisions, and that agencies are not just eliciting feedback from the public as part of a “checklist.” (7 questions)

• Transparency and Clarity – The goal of this indicator is to measure whether trust of government agencies has increased or 

improved because of the public involvement processes, and whether agencies were appropriately transparent about the 

project. (6 questions)

• Timing – The goal of this indicator is to evaluate whether public involvement started early enough and was of sufficient 

length and frequency to be valuable. (3 questions)

• Inclusion – The goal of this indicator is to measure the extent to which the public involvement was inclusive and 

representative of all targeted and affected populations. (3 questions)

• Targeted Engagement – The goal of this indicator is to measure the extent to which the public involvement included 

locations relevant to the targeted and affected populations. (3 questions)

• Accessibility – The goal of this indicator is to measure the extent to which the public involvement activities used multiple 

methods for participation. (4 questions)

• Overall satisfaction with the public involvement (1 question)

• An open-ended question asking for the top three ways the public involvement could have been improved (1 question)

• Types of public involvement activities the respondent had been involved in for the project (1 question)
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What is an “Index”?

• An index summarizes data by grouping similar pieces of information into larger categories.

Item 1a

Item 1b

Item 1c

Item 2a

Item 2b

Item 2c

Item 3a

Item 3b

Item 3c

Index

Indicator 

1

Indicator 

3

Indicator 

2

Source: PRR, Inc.

Figure 1: Index Format
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Overview of the Public Involvement Effectiveness (PIE) Index 

• This index summarizes the survey data from the six indicators. 

Items: 

10a-10g

Items: 

11a-11f

Items: 

12a-12c

Items:

13a-13c

Items: 

15a-15d

Items: 

14a-14c

PIE 

Index

Indicator: 

Influence & 

Impact

Indicator: 

Transparency 

and Clarity

Indicator: 

Timing

Indicator: 

Inclusion

Indicator: 

Targeted 

Engagement

Indicator: 

Accessibility

Source: PRR, Inc.

Figure 2: PIE Format
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Using the Paper Survey

• The paper survey (see Appendix 1 and separate Word document in ready-to-print format) is 

designed to be printed on a legal size sheet of paper. 

• It is then folded into thirds, producing a self-mailer with the introductory panel used to explain 

the purpose of the survey and how to complete it.  The name of the transportation project 

should be inserted in the space provided on the introductory panel.

• The blank panel should be used to provide the business-reply postage so that those 

respondents who choose to take the survey with them and complete it later can easily mail it 

back (without the use of an envelope or paying for postage). 

• The survey should be printed on paper stock of sufficient weight (28# or higher) to avoid 

participants tearing through the paper as they complete it. This is also important so that surveys 

mailed back by participants make it though the postal service automated mail handling systems. 

• The print vendor should be instructed to fold the survey into thirds as part of the print process.  

• There are vendors who can redesign the layout to allow for the use of optical character 

recognition for automatic data entry. This is most useful when there are very large amounts of 

completed surveys. It reduces error in data entry and is less expensive than manual data entry.

• The small box in the bottom left hand corner of the introductory panel can be used to place 

unique identification numbers for the survey (such as a code that identifies a specific project 

and/or location) or to simply consecutively number the surveys. These numbers can be added as 

part of the printing process or can be hand entered. The use of such numbers still provides 

complete anonymity for respondents.

• The “For Office Use Only” boxes are for the use by those coding the open-end questions.
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Using the Online Survey

• The online version of the survey can be used with any online survey platform. There are a variety 

of easy-to-use, inexpensive (many for yearly subscriptions of less than $1,000) online survey 

platforms to choose from.

• For most of these online survey platforms, the programming can be accomplished by simply 

copying and pasting the content from the paper version of the survey.

• Most of these online survey platforms will automatically optimize the survey for use with tablets 

and smart phones. This is important because it is estimated that about 70% of all online surveys 

are now completed on such mobile devices.

• The online survey address (URL) can be presented to public involvement activity participants in a 

variety of ways, including but not limited to:

• Signage at public involvement activities, such as open houses and tabling events

• Emails and letters mailed to participants

• Project newsletters (both print and online)

• Online open house websites

• Once the data is collected, it can be downloaded into Excel by following the simple instructions 

on whichever online survey platform is being used. This data can then be cut and pasted into  the 

survey scoring tool (as explained later in this document).

• As with the paper version of the survey, the online version provides complete anonymity for 

respondents.
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Best Practices for Increasing the Response Rate

• The survey should be available on both paper and online versions, not only because of the 

increased use of online open houses and other online public engagement formats, but also 

because some people prefer to complete the survey online even when handed a paper version.

• Pens/pencils need to be readily available for those completing the paper survey.

• Tablets and/or laptop computers with internet access should be available for those who prefer to 

complete the survey online. 

• People can also complete the survey online on their smart phones since most online survey 

platforms include this feature, many of them automatically doing the optimization.

• Use signage at public involvement events/activities to direct attendees where to complete the 

survey. 

• Signage should also clearly communicate the benefits of completing the survey to attendees.

• For online open houses, invite attendees to complete the survey wherever in the open house 

website they leave. This avoids the problem of participants only seeing the survey invite after they 

reach the comment form section of the online open house materials.

• For in-person activities, public involvement staff should intercept attendees and urge them to 

complete the survey. This is especially important for attendees who may leave the activity without 

noticing the area where the survey is available.
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Best Practices for Increasing the Response Rate (continued)

• Transportation agencies should partner with those conducting the public involvement to further 

communicate to the public the importance of completing the survey and how the results will 

benefit the public.

• The Public Involvement Effectiveness Survey should be presented by the transportation agency as 

just as important as other surveys and comment forms that may be part of the public 

involvement process; otherwise the Public Involvement Effectiveness Survey is more likely to be 

ignored. 

• Transportation agencies should consider having public members of advisory committees (if such 

exist) urging attendees to complete the survey. Advisory committee members may be seen as 

more trusted messengers and may have a bigger impact on the percentage of participants who 

complete the survey.

• Transportation agencies and/or those conducting the public involvement should consider offering 

incentives for completing the survey. Such incentives do not have to be costly – something as 

simple as a chance to win one of three $50 gift cards can significantly increase the response rate. 

A process in which the sweepstakes entry form is provided to participants after they hand in their 

paper version of the survey will maintain their anonymity in regard to their survey answers. For 

those completing the survey online, a simple redirect can be programmed at the end of the 

survey so that their sweepstakes entry information appears in a form separate from the survey 

itself. 
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Using the Agency Version of the Survey

• The agency version of the survey is programmed online 

(see Appendix 2 for an example) using the same 

approach described on page 13 for the online version of 

the survey used with the public.

• The agency version has the added advantage of 

providing space to report the evidence/documentation 

used to substantiate the ratings provided for each item 

on the survey.

• The agency version of the survey should be used from 

the very beginning of a project, and then on a regular 

basis in conjunction with the public version of the survey. 

This will:

• Allow for tracking of change in agency ratings over 

time 

• Document the public involvement processes being 

used

• Allow for a comparison between the public’s ratings 

and the agency’s ratings

• The results of the agency version compared to the results 

of the public ratings (automatically provided as part of 

the scoring tool described later in this document) can 

serve as a useful tool as the transportation agency 

assesses its public involvement processes.
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Best Practices for Data Entry

• The structure of the scoring tool will always stay the same: Questions are nested in indicators 

which in turn make up the overall index (See Figure 1 on page 9). 

• Survey responses are all anonymous, but they are each assigned a unique ID for tracking 

purposes. Unique IDs help distinguish respondents in the absence of personally identifying 

information. The unique ID is composed of the project name, location, and respondent number. 

• Enter responses exactly as they appear on the survey form. If the response is ambiguous (e.g. if 

two options are selected on a paper survey), record the response for that question as a period (.).

• For the scoring calculation to work, you cannot:

• Change the way questions and indicators are grouped

• Rename or renumber questions or indicators

• Delete or add questions or indicators 

• Enter a “0” for questions 10a-16 (or the scoring calculations will not work)

• However, you can:

• Skip a question or indicator by leaving those cells blank. This will not affect calculations. 



1. The “Codebook” tab shows the organization of the survey questions and indicators in the index. 

Use the codebook to see how items are grouped into indicators.

 Certain questions are excluded from the final scores, for example, because they are 

demographic variables or qualitative responses that cannot be scored as a number. Those 

questions are noted in the “Included in the Index” column on the far right of the codebook.

19

Scoring Tool Structure

1



2. Enter information about the project itself (such as project name and location) on the first data 

entry tab, “Project Info” (see page 24 for more about the “Project Info” tab). 

3. Each indicator has its own tab at the bottom of the screen. Enter survey data for each indicator 

by clicking on the appropriate tab. 

 Each row collects data for a different survey respondent. Each column represents a different 

question about the project.

4. Index scores are automatically calculated on the “Scores” tab. This is where you will see the final 

scores for each item, each indicator, and the overall index score. 

5. The number of “Don’t Know” or “Not Applicable” answers, skipped questions, and “.” entries are 

counted on the “Count – DK & NA” tab.

20

Scoring Tool Structure

3 4 52

Source: PRR, Inc.

Figure 6: Worksheet Tabs
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Data Entry Rules: How to correctly enter responses for 
accurate scoring

1. Do not enter values greater than 5. Cells with these values will turn red to flag the error. However, 

the scoring tool will still use these incorrect values in the calculation, creating an inaccurate final 

score. Check each data entry tab and fix red cells by entering a valid response (e.g. 1-5, DK, NA, 

or a period (.) for questions that were skipped). 

2. Do not enter “0” for any value. The question and indicator scores cannot be calculated if there 

are “0” values. Cells with “0” values will turn red. On the “Scores” tab, the tool will indicate that an 

error has occurred using the code “MISSING”. Check each data entry tab and fix red cells by 

entering a valid response (e.g. 1-5, DK, NA, or a period (.) ). 

3. The scoring tool will not calculate cells with text in them. Cells will turn yellow to flag the entry for 

the following codes: “DK”, “NA”, a period (.), or blank cells. Writing in text other than “DK”, “NA”, or 

a period (.) will not affect scoring, and will not be highlighted. However, if all responses for a 

question are DK, NA, periods (.), or blank, scores will not calculate and there will be a “MISSING” 

code on the Scores tab.

1 2 3
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Data Entry Rules: Demographic Information
On the data entry tabs for Representativeness: 

Questions in the Representativeness indicator are demographic and are not used to calculate index 

scores—see below for their specific data-entry rules. Survey demographics are summarized on the 

Scores tab. Entering American Community Survey data (see page 26) allows comparisons between 

respondents and ACS estimates.

1. How well do you read English?

Not Very Well = 0

Somewhat well = 1

Very Well = 2

2. What languages are spoken in your home?

English = 0

Other (please specify)* = 1

*No matter what the respondent specifies, enter a 1, and 

then record the open-end response in the next column

3. How well do you understand spoken English

Not Very Well = 0

Somewhat well = 1

Very Well = 2

4. How do you identify?

Male = 0

Female = 1

Gender(s) not listed here = 2

5. What is your age?

Under 18 = 0

18-24 = 1

25-34 = 2

35-44 = 3

45-54 = 4

6. Are you of Hispanic or Latino origin?

No = 0

Yes = 1

7. How do you identify?

White or Caucasian = 0

Black or African American = 1

American-Indian or Alaska Native = 2

Asian or Asian American = 3

Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander = 4

Other race or combination of races (please specify)* = 5

*No matter what respondent specifies, enter a 5, and then

record the open-end response in the next column

8. What was your total household income (before taxes) in the 

previous year?

Less than $25,000 = 0

$25,000 to $49,999 = 1

$50,000 to $74,999  = 2

$75,000 to $99,999 = 3

$100,000 to $149,999 = 4

$150,000 to $199,999 = 5

$200,000 to $250,000 = 6

$250,000 and above = 7

9. Do you have any of the following conditions? (check all that apply)

For questions 9a-9f, enter a “1” in the column for each item that

the respondent selected.

55-64 = 5

65-74 = 6

75-84 = 7

85+ = 8
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Data Entry Rules: Responses for Questions 10 through 18

• Enter responses to questions 10a-16 as follows:

• Questions 2b, 7b, 9e, 17a-c, and 18k in the scoring tool are open-ended. Enter answers to these 

questions as they appear on the survey instrument. 

• For question 18a-j in the scoring tool, enter a “1” in the column for each item the respondent selected.

• If the code “MISSING” appears in the Survey Unique ID column, the scoring tool is flagging that there is 

no project information for that particular respondent. Check the “Project Info” tab to add in the project 

information.

Strongly Disagree = 1 Not Applicable = NA

Disagree = 2 Don’t Know = DK

Neither Agree nor Disagree = 3 No response = A period (.)

Agree = 4 Multiple responses per question or unintelligible answer = A period (.)

Strongly Agree = 5
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Step 1: Enter Project Information

In the Project Info tab:

1. Enter the project name, followed by a “_” (e.g. “Name_” vs “Name”).

2. Enter the location of the activity or event, followed by a “_” (e.g. 

“Tacoma_” vs “Tacoma”). If entering Agency responses, include 

“Agency” in this column.

 Agency responses must include “Agency” in this column for the tool to 

distinguish between, and calculate, Agency and Public scores.

3. Respondent Number will automatically generate after entering Project 

Name and Activity/Event Location.

4. The survey unique ID generates automatically. It combines the project 

name, location, and respondent number. 

5. Enter the type of public involvement for the project. Some projects may 

only have one type while others may have multiple (e.g. in-person 

meetings, focus groups, etc.).

6. Enter the survey mode (“paper” or “online”). Scores include both paper 

and online responses.

7. (Optional) Enter the date the respondent took the survey. Date is 

required for making reports based on specific dates.
42 31

Tip —

Unique identifiers (IDs) tie 

each response to a particular 

project, which helps track 

respondents while keeping 

them anonymous. Online 

surveys automatically create 

unique IDs. Consider writing 

unique IDS on each paper 

survey.

Note —

The other data entry tabs 

automatically pull project 

information from the Project 

Info tab. 

5 6 7



On the data entry tabs for each indicator: 

1. Responses for each survey taker are entered on a separate row. 

2. Each item appears in its own column. Each item has both a number (e.g. 10b) and a label (e.g. 

10b. Could Influence).

3. Item numbers and labels match those in the “Codebook” tab.

 In the agency survey, agencies write in additional evidence to support their rating for each item. These 

“Evidence” items can be located in the Agency Item tab and identified by “Evidence” added on to the 

item label [e.g. 10a.Input (Evidence)]. Enter these open-ended responses as they appear on the survey.

4. Blank cells will appear shaded as yellow.

 Paper survey responses are entered manually. Online survey responses can be copied and pasted from 

the data download from your preferred online survey platform (e.g. Survey Monkey or Survey Gizmo). 

25

Step 2: Enter Responses

1

2 3

4



On the data entry tab for ACS Demographics: 

1. Each ACS estimate for the affected geographic area are entered on a separate row. 

 For easier reporting, response categories in the Scoring Tool match the format from the federal EJ Screener 

and the ACS, not necessarily the format of the demographic items in the Survey Tool. 

 Enter data from trusted sources, such as ejscreen.epa.gov or factfinder.census.gov.

2. Each statistic appears in its own column.

26

Step 3(optional): Enter American Community Survey (ACS) 
Demographics Data

1

2
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How Scoring Works

1. Index scores are calculated on the Scores tab. 

2. The scoring tool calculates the geometric mean across respondents for each item (“Item Scores” 

column) to produce an indicator score (“Indicator Scores” column). It then calculates the 

geometric mean of the indicator scores to produce the overall index score (“Overall Index Score”).

3. Low effectiveness scores are highlighted in red (scores less than or equal to 2 out of 5). 

4. Moderate effectiveness scores appear in black text (scores greater than 2 and less than 4).

5. High effectiveness scores are highlighted in green (scores greater than or equal to 4 out of 5).

6. A blue “MISSING” code highlights the lack lack of numerical data. Check the data-entry tab(s)…

 if there is a “0” value, enter the correct score (see page 21 for data entry rules).

 if all of the responses for that item are DK, NA, or blank (“.”), no action is needed.

7. The overall index score will also be “MISSING” if one or more indicators are missing. More data 

will be needed to give a valid score. 
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Comparing Scores

• The discrepancy between how the public and the agency scored a particular item, indicator, and the 

overall public involvement is calculated on the right side of the Scores tab.

• Discrepancies are calculated by subtracting the Agency Score from the Public Score for the given item, 

indicator, or overall score.

• Negative discrepancy numbers indicate that the Public Score is less than the Agency Score for the given 

item, indicator, or overall index score. Negative scores occur when the agency scored itself more highly 

than the public scored the agency. Positive numbers represent the public scored the agency higher than 

the agency did.

• For context, a difference of "1" represents the difference between scores such as: "Strongly Agree" (5) and 

"Agree” (4) or “Disagree” (2) and “Strongly Disagree (1).”

• The total number of public and agency responses appear next to the discrepancy scores section.

• Enter dates in boxes at the bottom of the score tab to see how scores change for items, indicators, and 

the overall index scores over time. This function can be useful for running reports or exploring if scores 

changed over time. Demographics and other non-scored items do not filter by date. 
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Viewing Demographics in Context

• Demographic comparisons are found on the far right of the Scores tab. 

• Numbers and percentages give high-level information about how similar or dissimilar respondents 

are to the American Community Survey estimates of the project area.

• The structure of the page was purposefully made to coincide with the most general categories of 

the United States Federal Government’s EJScreen tool for easier data entry and review (see 

https://www.epa.gov/ejscreen for more detail). 

• Some demographics (e.g. linguistic considerations) include notes about differences in criteria or 

categories for the ACS and this survey instrument.

https://www.epa.gov/ejscreen


Appendix 1: 

Paper Survey

31



32

P
a
p

e
r 

S
u

rv
e
y



33

P
a
p

e
r 

S
u

rv
e
y



Appendix 2: 

Online Agency Survey

34



35

O
n

li
n

e
 A

g
e
n

c
y
 S

u
rv

e
y



36

O
n

li
n

e
 A

g
e
n

c
y
 S

u
rv

e
y



37

O
n

li
n

e
 A

g
e
n

c
y
 S

u
rv

e
y



38

O
n

li
n

e
 A

g
e
n

c
y
 S

u
rv

e
y



39

O
n

li
n

e
 A

g
e
n

c
y
 S

u
rv

e
y



40

O
n

li
n

e
 A

g
e
n

c
y
 S

u
rv

e
y



41

O
n

li
n

e
 A

g
e
n

c
y
 S

u
rv

e
y


