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Preface 

The Institute for Canadian Urban Research Studies (ICURS) has a long standing commitment 
to supporting local communities in developing the information needed to identify and address 
neighbourhood level issues. ICURS provides advice and support for Community Studies 
developed and executed by people and service groups from within a neighbourhood.  As a 
result, ICURS Community Study Reports reflect local issues addressed by the sorts of local 
knowledge that is only available when the study is carried out with active leadership on the part 
of people who live and work in the community. ICURS Community Studies rely, primarily, on 
local community knowledge and voluntary work by community members.  

ICURS was pleased to have been the co-sponsor, in conjunction with the Grandview-Woodland 
Community Policing Centre, of the 2007 Commercial Drive Community Survey. Grandview-
Woodland, located in the north eastern part of Vancouver, British Columbia, is one of 23 
formally defined neighbourhoods in Vancouver. The neighbourhood, centred on the Commercial 
Drive business corridor, has existed as an identifiable community for more than a century. 
Historically, it is a high density, ethnically diverse working class neighbourhood with a long 
tradition of tolerance for cultural differences among its many residents. In recent years it has, 
along with much of the rest of the city of Vancouver, begun a process of gentrification.  

The 2007 Commercial Drive study explores community views on a broad range of local 
activities and concerns. The 2007 survey replicates an identical 1997 Commercial Drive 
Community Survey conducted by the Grandview-Woodland Community Policing Centre with 
ICURSô advice and support. These two studies are available on the ICURS website 
http://www.sfu.ca/icurs/ under publications. This replication makes it possible to trace the 
evolution of community views about a range of issues related to civility and quality of life in the 
neighbourhood across a decade of social and demographic change.  ICURS believes that, in 
addition to helping the Grandview-Woodland community address current issues, the experience 
gained through this replication positions the Commercial Drive Survey instrument and 
methodology as a potential prototype for similarly focused and useful studies in other 
neighbourhoods.  

This Community Survey Handbook carefully outlines the process required to carry out a 
community-based survey reflective of the diverse opinions present in any community. The 
information gained through this type of survey methodology on a broad-range of public disorder 
issues can help communities focus their resources on problems in specifically identified areas. 
The survey methodology outlined in this handbook is an effective way to access the variety of 
individuals who partake in the daily routines of a community. The combined views of these 
individuals is what makes this survey instrument valuable to community agencies engaged in 
the managing public disorder and developing long lasting problem-solving strategies.  

 
Patricia L. Brantingham 

Director, ICURS 

http://www.sfu.ca/icurs/
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Community Survey Handbook: Introduction 

 

Every community has a unique character that is shaped by socioeconomic, geographic, 

political and commercial factors. Residents, people who own or work in local 

businesses, visitors to the area and the various agencies and municipal staff who 

provide services may view the area very differently, but all assume that they understand 

the basic character of the neighbourhood. At times, some local agencies, including 

planning and police departments, may design and deliver services based on these 

unquestioned underlying assumptions. 

 

A community survey designed to gather information about peopleôs perceptions of the 

strengths and challenges of a neighbourhood can provide a more accurate and realistic 

picture.  A well designed community survey will provide a wide range of comments on 

issues relevant to the area. 

 

Unlike commercial surveys or those conducted to gauge political opinions, a community 

survey, conducted face to face by community volunteers, can collect a wide range of 

useful information. Respondents are more likely to share their true feelings about the 

community, if questions neutrally address both positive and negative aspects of the 

community and if comments on all survey questions are encouraged. 

 

The depth of understanding of the community increases exponentially when community 

members of all ages, including the marginalized (homeless, illiterate or economically 

disadvantaged), renters, home and business owners, workers and visitors to the area 

are specifically included by surveyors.  

 

In this handbook, we will demonstrate precisely how a community group can design and 

conduct a survey to determine community standards. In addition, this handbook will offer 

guidance on what to do with these results. 

 

After conducting the Commercial Drive Community Survey in 1997 and then replicating 

the process ten years later, one thing became strikingly clear: respondents were at first 

surprised and then quite pleased to be asked for their opinions about their 

neighbourhood. Their reactions demonstrate just how rarely people are given an 

opportunity to express their opinions on fundamental issues and conditions in their own 

community. The information that can be gained from this kind of survey, examples of 

which appear in this handbook, is extremely valuable and many public agencies can 

benefit from an understanding of such basic grassroots opinion. 
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Background: The Original Survey 

 

In the spring of 1997, the Britannia Community 

Police Office, now known as the Grandview-

Woodland Community Policing Centre 

(GWCPC), was faced with a dilemma. This 

organization, one of many community policing 

centres in Vancouver, British Columbia, wanted 

to implement George Kellingôs Broken 

Windows approach in the Commercial Drive 

area, but the constables working on this project 

let the office know that the community 

standards were not clear. When volunteers and 

staff from the GWCPC considered the point of 

view of the constables, they recognized that 

the diversity of political beliefs, lifestyles and 

cultures on Commercial Drive made it hard to 

determine baseline community standards. 

The volunteers and staff at the GWCPC 

realized they were making assumptions about 

the communityôs standards which were not 

grounded in actual data. The initial goal of the 

1997 Commercial Drive Community Survey 

was to create a series of questions based on 

problems or conditions reported to the 

GWCPC, find a wide spectrum of respondents, 

collate their answers, arrive at some basic 

information about community standards and 

then present these results to the Vancouver 

Police Department (VPD).  

During the summer of 1997, the GWCPC 

gathered 720 completed surveys from the 

Commercial Drive area. The survey results did 

not always match the preconceptions held by 

GWCPC volunteers and staff, but this was 

exactly what the office needed to know to 

develop the appropriate programs. What had 

been planned as a document for the VPD 

ended with a series of recommendations to the 

police and various government agencies. 

Several recommendations led the GWCPC to 

develop new programs to meet needs identified 

in the survey. 

In 2007, Simon Fraser Universityôs Institute for 

Canadian Urban Research Studies (ICURS), in 

conjunction with the GWCPC, co-sponsored a 

10th anniversary replication of this community 

survey. This second survey has traced the 

evolution of community views about a range of 

issues related to quality of life and public 

disorder problems. The Commercial Drive 

Community Survey can serve as a template 

any community organization can use to 

conduct a similar study of their neighbourhood.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Grandview-Woodland Community  

Policing Centre 

 

The GWCPC opened in April 1995 inside the 

Britannia Community Centre located near 

Commercial Drive in the City of Vancouver. A 

group of residents associated with the local 

community centre and health clinic decided 

there was a need for the community to 

partner with the police department to improve 

public safety in the area. 

 

The GWCPC was created as a resource for 

the community and the VPD. The Board of 

Directors is volunteer-based and a paid 

coordinator staffs the office. A designated 

VPD constable works with the GWCPC to 

collaborate with various agencies and 

implement projects and programs targeting 

issues identified by the community. 

 

Citizens report neighbourhood problems to 

the GWCPC (e.g.: drug dealing, noise 

complaints, problem businesses and other 

disorder issues). The GWCPC takes these 

reports and makes referrals to various 

agencies or brings the information to the 

assigned police officer. These complaints 

involve ongoing problems which cannot be 

solved through reactive policing. More 

information is gathered to understand the 

reported problems. Then collaborative and 

comprehensive solutions are proposed, 

reviewed, implemented and assessed. 
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The Purpose of a Community Survey 

 

Community policing centres and other 

agencies addressing neighbourhood safety 

issues deal with general categories of reported 

property and personal crimes as well as public 

disorder. The programs these agencies 

implement are designed to help solve these 

problems (Block Watch, volunteer foot patrols, 

safety forums, etc.). A community survey is 

intended to go beyond crime statistics to issues 

of perception and values. These are the 

intangibles that shape the way people feel 

about their communities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A community survey is a methodological 

approach used to identify the perception of 

crime and safety held by residents, business 

owners and visitors who frequent a specific 

neighbourhood. Quite often street behaviours 

such as panhandling, street vending, or 

busking are ignored because they become a 

daily presence in the neighbourhood. Similarly, 

environmental issues such as litter, graffiti, and 

unkempt properties can become ingrained in 

the environment of a community. 

A community survey reveals a communityôs 

perception of crime in relation to public disorder 

problems occurring in the neighbourhood. 

Results derived from this type of survey can 

guide community policing centres and other 

agencies in developing programs to address 

neighbourhood fears and concerns. The direct 

action of local and government agencies on 

specifically identified problems enhances the 

feeling of safety in a community. When these 

agencies put resources into the positive assets 

of a community, residents and business 

owners feel more confident about their 

neighbourhood. 

To use the Commercial Drive area as an 

example, while interviewing residents in 1997, 

surveyors found that local residents believed 

crime was on the increase in the area. 

However, crime statistics showed a decreasing 

trend for reported residential and commercial 

break and enters, theft of and from auto, 

assault, robbery and mischief. 

In attempting to understand this very common 

discrepancy between perception and reality, it 

could be argued that street behaviours such as 

panhandling, street vending, graffiti, and 

discarded needles contribute to the fear of 

crime experienced by residents. This fear, 

generated by public disorder, may have had an 

effect on their belief that all crime had 

increased. 

A community survey tests a communityôs level 

of tolerance in relation to the accumulation of 

these behavioural and environmental disorder 

issues. When these issues occur concurrently 

it is difficult to know which ones in particular 

affect the community. However, a successful 

community survey looks at each problem 

individually and assesses how it is perceived.  

The results can then direct the actions of the 

agency conducting the survey. For instance, if 

a community identifies passive panhandling as 

acceptable, but sees aggressive panhandling 

as so unacceptable that appropriate agencies 

should intervene, it becomes imperative that 

aggressive panhandling be eliminated. Once 

the community sees that this problem is being 

tackled by the police or any other responsible 

agency, community confidence increases and 

fear decreases.  

The Importance of Neutrality 

For a community survey to be successful, the 

organization conducting it must be completely 

neutral. Readers and respondents will 

inevitably perceive your bias if questions are 

drafted in order to elicit certain answers. 

Whether your spin is ñanti policeò or ñpro 

gentrificationò it will detract from the results of 

the community survey. Questions should 

come from the communityôs concerns and 

they should not be engineered to support a 

specific point of view. 
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Required Resources to Carry Out a 
Community Survey Project 

 

Carrying out a community survey involves 

multiple stages: holding focus groups, 

designing the questions, conducting the 

survey, collating the data, writing the report, 

drafting the recommendations, meeting with 

groups to discuss the survey results and 

implementing the recommendations. 

In order to ensure the success of the 

community survey, the group implementing the 

survey should be action oriented. This would 

be a group that is adept at analyzing problems 

in the community and able to respond in an 

appropriate and creative manner. The public 

disorder issues identified in a community 

survey are quite often multifaceted and require 

coordinated efforts to resolve. 

An organization pursuing this type of project 

should have a strong volunteer base, good 

relationships with the local community, a 

working relationship with civic departments and 

other levels of government. These assets are 

required throughout the project. Volunteers are 

essential to the interview process and can also 

assist with collate the survey data. Local 

community agencies can assist in reaching a 

more varied survey sample.  

After the community survey has been 

completed, the organization carrying it out 

needs to bring together other groups or 

agencies to review and implement the survey 

recommendations. This process can take 

several months and resources need to be 

allocated to this process. Some of the 

problems identified in the community survey 

are complex and require a multifaceted 

solution. Creating and implementing these 

solutions are essential to the community survey 

process.   

List of Resources 

1- Volunteers 

They will help organize the focus groups, 

conduct the surveys, deliver the surveys to 

local businesses, collate the data, and assist 

in carrying out the recommendations. 

2- Staff 

Paid staff will be needed to oversee the 

project and will need to:  

¶ Identify and train the volunteers.  

¶ Create a list of areas to survey. 

¶ Assist in collating the data. 

¶ Assist in drafting the report.  

¶ Draft a press release.  

¶ Distribute the final survey document.  

¶ Organize meetings with community 

agencies, civic departments and other 

levels of government to strategize 

around the recommendations. 

 

3- Technical 

The survey is designed using Microsoft 

Word and it can be modified to satisfy local 

community needs. The data is analyzed 

using Excel and volunteers can be trained to 

enter the data as the surveys are collected. 

The mapping component may require 

technical assistance as they are created 

using the mapping software ArcGis.  

4- Space 

The space requirement is fairly minimal as 

most of the survey is carried out in the 

community. However, space is required to 

hold the focus groups and to meet for the 

recommendations. Local community centres 

may assist with this space requirement. 
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Community Survey Template Overview 
 

The community survey template is a two-sided 

document on a legal sized sheet of paper. 

Respondents fill out this template in less than 

10 minutes.  

 

Survey Front Page 

 

The following components are found on the 

front page of the survey template: 

 

Name of Organization and Survey Boundaries 

 

The name of the organization carrying out the 

survey should be included on the front page. 

The boundaries of the study area should also 

be outlined. 

 

Numerical Ordering of Surveys 

 

Consecutive numbering should be included on 

the top right corner of the survey. This 

numbering system should begin with 0001.  

 

30 Questions 

 

These questions should address both public 

disorder problems and community assets. The 

questions should be varied so that respondents 

take the time to consider each question 

individually. 

 

Categories 

 

Survey respondents are provided a 1 to 5 scale 

for these 30 questions. The value of each 

number should be explained in the template.  

 

Yes/No Sidebar Questions 

 

A yes/no quesiton is included in the template to 

determine whether respondents have seen the 

activities described in the 30 questions. It is 

preferable to provide a time period such as six 

months to obtain current information on the 

issues addressed in the survey.  

 

Survey Back Page 

 

The following components are found on the 

back page of the survey template. 

 

Demographic Questions 

 

There are five sections in the template that are 

used to obtain demographic information. These 

sections determine the age and gender of the 

respondents. Four sections are used to 

determine the role of the respondent in the 

community: resident, business owner, 

employee or visitor. 

 

Sponsoring Organization Section 

 

One section can be used to determine whether 

respondents are aware of the location of the 

organization carrying out the survey. This can 

be of particular importance if the organization is 

new in the community. 

 

Victimization Section 

 

This section is used to determine whether 

survey respondents have experienced crime in 

the study area. The questions in this section 

can be varied to reflect the crime patterns of 

this area. 

 

Mapping Section 

 

A map of the study area is included in the 

survey template. Respondents are asked to 

circle the area of the map where they feel there 

is the highest level of crime. 

 

Comment Section 

 

A comment section is included at the end of the 

survey template. 
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Sample Survey Front Page 

0025 

Begin the numbering 

with 0001 and insert 

the numbers on the 

top right side of your 

survey. 

Make sure you 

include the yes/no 

questions in your 

survey to determine 

whether this is a 

problem currently 

happening in your 

community. 

Include the name of 

your organization. 

This will let survey 

respondents know 

who is conducting 

the survey. 

 

Include the area 

under study so that 

survey respondents 

are clear that the 

questions pertain to 

a specific area. 

Make sure to mix up 

your questions. This 

will ensure that 

survey respondents 

do not lock into a 

specific answering 

pattern. 

Provide a description 

of your categories. 

This will help survey 

respondents when 

they answer the 

questions. 

Use easy to fill out 

boxes and separate 

your answer lines by 

using a shading 

feature. This will help 

respondents answer 

the survey more 

quickly. 

Ask 30 questions 

and make sure that 

these questions fit on 

one page. Many 

people do not want 

to fill out lengthy 

questionnaires. 

Use 12 point font to 

make it easy for 

respondents to read 

your survey. Many 

people do not carry 

their reading glasses 

with them and this 

font size is easier to 

read than a smaller 

sized font. 
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Sample Survey Back Page  

 

 
 

 

Include a map of the 

area under study. 

This map should be 

easy to read and 

include the names of 

the major streets in 

your study area. 

You need to include 

different sections so 

that you can capture 

the variety of 

respondents you will 

interview. The 

following sections 

should be included: 

residents, business 

owners, employees 

and visitors to the 

area. 

Include the entire 

communityôs age 

range and try to elicit 

surveys from all 

these age groups in 

both genders. 

It is very important to 

provide a large 

comment section to 

encourage your 

respondents to 

provide comments. 

Clearly ask your 

respondents to circle 

the area on the map 

they feel has the 

highest level of 

crime. You can also 

ask them to provide 

comments on the 

areas they circled. 

You can use another 

section to see what 

type of crimes your 

respondents have 

experienced. This 

can help you better 

understand their 

responses. 

You can use one 

section to see if your 

respondents know 

the purpose of your 

organization and 

where it is located. 

Use an easy to 

understand scale 

system which people 

are already familiar 

with through other 

surveys. Make sure 

you explain the scale 

you are using. 

Use the reverse side 

of your survey to ask 

questions which will 

help you further 

understand your 

survey respondentsô 

answers. 
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Identifying Strengths and Challenges 

 

Community policing centres and other 

community organizations can create programs 

based on the community standards identified in 

a community survey and can work with their 

police departments and other local agencies to 

provide the kind of services that the 

neighbourhood wants. 

 

Community-based agencies can use what 

residents see as the positive aspects of the 

community to influence the views of service 

providers and policy makers who work in the 

neighbourhood. These public servants may not 

be residents of the neighbourhoods they serve, 

and may not appreciate some aspects of a 

community that the residents living there see 

as positive. Understanding the perceived 

community strengths and challenges, as well 

as diverse opinions in the community will make 

service providers and policy makers more 

responsive to community needs and values. 

 

Community-based agencies can help a 

neighbourhood build on the positive and solve 

the negative issues. For example, in the 

Commercial Drive area the survey showed that 

the community appreciates murals and is upset 

by graffiti. At the same time, research has 

shown that most often murals will not be 

defaced by graffiti. Community agencies can 

offer a mural program for hard hit graffiti areas 

and involve the community in the production of 

the mural.  

 

BEFORE 

 

 

 

These agencies can also demonstrate a 

flexible attitude toward their community by 

establishing programs which are responsive to 

local needs identified in a community survey 

such as anti-graffiti programs, neighbourhood 

clean-ups, and community meetings in 

response to specific local issues. 

 

In the case of community policing centres, the 

coordinators and their Boards have great 

credibility with municipal, provincial and federal 

governments. When these organizations 

approach them with accurate statistical data 

about the communityôs opinions and 

perceptions, they are usually well received. 

When survey data is used to back up requests 

for assistance with local programs or problems, 

official response is likely to be positive and 

effective. 

 

The aim of a community survey is to go beyond 

the crime-based focus of police departments to 

get a well rounded picture of how respondents 

view their neighbourhood. A balance between 

the negative and positive aspects of life in the 

neighbourhood should be reflected in the 

survey questions, so that the final picture will 

be an accurate reflection of the community. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AFTER 
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Collecting Information on Community 
Strengths and Challenges 

 

There are many ways to determine the major 

issues affecting a community. Several of these 

techniques were used to select the questions in 

the Commercial Drive Community Survey. The 

following methods can assist communities to 

identify community strengths and challenges: 

 

¶ Log book: Many organizations that provide 
services to the community have a daily log 
book where local concerns and problems 
are recorded. It is useful to consider the 
information contained in these log books. 

¶ Focus groups: Focus groups are an 
efficient way to get a variety of opinions. 
The community survey project can be 
described and various agencies and 
community members can come together to 
discuss and identify community strengths 
and challenges. Conducting several focus 
groups would reveal common themes and 
help identify specific issues. 

¶ Meeting with community leaders: The 
community leaders can be briefed on the 
community survey via e-mail or phone. 
They can be asked to consider the project, 
and to identify community strengths and 
challenges. A subsequent meeting could 
assist in determining what they perceive as 
major issues in the community. 

¶ Neighbourhood contacts: Any agency 
conducting a community survey should 
have various contacts in the community. 
These may include block watch captains, 
school parent groups, church groups, 
community agencies, board members, or 
local volunteers.  

¶ Criminology or sociology students: 
These students can study your area by 
doing direct observations of the community 
or by conducting a local media review. 
These techniques will enable them to 
determine community-based issues. 

 

While it is not necessary to carry out all of 

these consultation processes, the collective 

information gathered from these initiatives can 

clearly identify community strengths and 

challenges.  

Drafting Community Survey Questions 
 

 

Survey questions should deal with your specific 

area in order to get a good sense of community 

standards. Although neighbourhoods are 

generally affected by various and distinct 

problems, there is a list of physical and 

behavioural public disorder issues that should 

be considered in every community survey. In 

designing the survey, the following problems 

should be reviewed to assess if they are 

occurring in the neighbourhood where the 

survey will be conducted. 

 

Behavioural disorder: Public sale of drugs, 

street vending, aggressive panhandling, 

squeegeeing, public drunkenness, public use 

of drugs (intravenous, smoking of crack 

cocaine, or marijuana), prostitution, unleashed 

dogs, loud businesses, groups of teens 

congregating in certain areas, barking dogs, 

skateboarding on sidewalks, etc. 

 

Physical disorder: Graffiti, litter, abandoned 

vehicles, boarded up businesses, unkempt 

properties, poor lighting, drug related litter such 

as discarded needles, used condoms, etc. 

 

These various problems need to be contrasted 

with the information gathered in the focus 

groups. It does not serve the community to ask 

about issues which are not occurring in the 

location where the survey will be conducted.  

It is very important to consider the positive 

aspects of the community as well as the 

problems. The aim of this type of survey is to 

help the community establish standards by 

looking at itself and identifying what it values as 

well as what it fears. Well used parks, street 

festivals, murals, public amenities, accessibility 

to the downtown core, good transportation, 

interesting shopping and any unique features 

that would attract residents, businesses and 

visitors to the area should all be considered. 
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Examples of Questions on  
Community Strengths 

 

Positive questions can be specific to both a site 

and an activity. When certain activities occur in 

specific areas of the community, name both the 

activity and the location where this activity is 

occurring.  

 

¶ Do you think organized public events and 

festivals are: 

¶ Do you think street musicians soliciting 

donations are: 
 

 
 

¶ Do you think outside café seating is: 
 

 
 

¶ Do you think promotional posters are: 

¶ Do you think displaying merchandise on 

sidewalks is: 
 

 
 

¶ Do you think organized public art (like 

murals) is: 

Examples of Questions on 
Community Challenges 

 

A community survey should encourage 

respondents to consider each question. 

Positive and negative questions should be 

varied so that respondents do not lock into an 

answering scheme. 

 

¶ Do you think children under the age of 15 

unattended outdoors after 10 p.m. are: 

¶ Do you think unleashed dogs in parks are: 

¶ Do you think litter is: 
 

 
 

¶ Do you think needles on the ground are: 
 

 
 

¶ Do you think drinking alcohol in public is: 

¶ Do you think squeegee people cleaning car 

windows are: 
 

 
 

¶ Do you think aggressive panhandlers are: 


