Norwalk Listens Survey – A (not so) Executive Summary
Why did we do a survey?
At Norwalk 2.0’s public debut party in June 2011, we launched a summer survey
initiative as part of a series of projects that defined the stuff that we thought would
make Norwalk a better place. We (Maribeth Becker and Jackie Lightfield - the cofounders of Norwalk 2.0 – a community and economic development organization)
had many Norwalk-related issues on our minds, but we wanted to reach out into the
community to see what fellow residents, workers and people who come to visit had to
say.
We wanted to share the results with everyone who cares about Norwalk – especially
the people who make decisions about the future of Norwalk. We believe that data is
important for making decisions. We also believe that data is interesting and can even be
fun!
When did we do the survey?
We created a 12-question survey using Survey Monkey (a free on-line survey tool), and
collected responses over a 5 month period ending on Halloween (which happens to
coincide with MB and Jackie’s official end of summer – the end of flip-flop and shorts
weather).
In November, we released some initial data game-show style via a friendly and fun
Family Feud event. We worked on more detailed data analysis throughout the winter
and spring months and ultimately produced a YouTube video to tell the story of the
survey results in an engaging and non-intimidating fashion. We are guessing that
statistics was not many people’s favorite class, other than MB who loved it so much she
majored in it and worked in market research for over a decade.
MB feels compelled to share a few caveats before diving into the data:
This was never intended to be a fully scientific or representative survey. It was a selfselecting convenience sample of those who heard of our survey and had access to a
computer in order to take it. We tried our best to get the word out about the survey by
blasting our email lists and social media connections, passing out flyers and plastering
posters all over the Greater Norwalk area. We are confident that the data captures a
snapshot of thoughts of a wide variety of people who care about Norwalk and its future.
So without further ado, here are the long-awaited summary results. More detailed
results can be found at www.norwalk2.org.
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Who took the survey?
Hundreds of people took our survey - 758 people to be exact. Most people made their
way through all of the questions – including their personal information like name and
email address. Several people were a bit shy and did not include all of their contact info
– or crafted clever aliases for themselves. A bunch of people were too busy to complete
the survey, but most did; our completion rate was a very respectable 73%. A couple of
people liked our survey so much that they took it more than once.
Approximately one in five (21%) of the respondents have lived in Norwalk less than a
decade, while more than a quarter (27%) have been here nearly their entire lives; over
one-third (36%) have lived here some amount of time in-between. Sixteen percent of
our respondents were from outside of Norwalk – many of them work here or visit for
other reasons.
The full spectrum of ages was represented, with the vast majority of respondents in
their 30’s (15%), 40’s (28%), 50’s (29%) and 60’s (12%). We also heard from folks in
their 20’s (7%) and a few students under 20 (3%). They were joined by several people
in their 70’s (4%), while 2% were too shy to tell us their age.
We heard from people all over Norwalk. While most respondents live in Central
Norwalk’s 06851 zip code (27%) and South Norwalk’s 06854 (21%), we also heard
from those in 06850 (17%), East Norwalk’s 06855 (10%), and Rowayton’s 06853 (5%).
One in five respondents gave us an out of town zip code.
A quarter of the respondents live in Norwalk and drive to work within Norwalk (24%),
while slightly fewer (17%) drive to work within Fairfield County or New York State
(3%). We captured responses from those who work from home (12%) as well as
those who take the train to NYC (4%). A whole bunch of people who are currently not
working took our survey as well, including those who are retired (6%), stay-at-home
parent (4%), currently not working (4%), or lucky enough to not have to work (2%).
The majority of respondents (77%) live in a house while 10% live in a condo. Five
percent live in something multi-family, and another 5% are split between apartments
and townhouses.
Eighty percent of respondents own their homes, while 13% rent, and 5% live with a
family member or friend.
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What do they do in Norwalk?
The most popular things for people to do in Norwalk were dining out (82%) and
shopping (73%), followed by going to community events like Oyster Festival and
parades (64%) and attending attractions like Maritime Aquarium and Stepping Stones
(54%). Visiting our beaches (55%) and parks (53%) proved popular as well. Many
people (40%) volunteered their time in Norwalk, and lots of people like to spend time
on the water (37%). (By the way, these percentages add up to more than 100%
because people were able to pick all that applied to them).
When they grocery shop, about a third (31%) believe that ‘any store will do’. Almost
a quarter (23%) chooses the singing veggies at Stews, while 15% are thinking about
kale at Whole Foods. Several (13%) prefer specialty items at their local market, and
many (9%) are loading their cars with family-sized packs at Costco.
Our respondents obtain their news about Norwalk in a variety of ways. Newspapers
(61%) and online (54%) were the big favorites. But interestingly, almost half (48%) get
their Norwalk news via Word of Mouth, a third (31%) by email, and a quarter (25%)
through social media.
We heard from people who volunteer in a variety of places, including: their kids’ school
(24%), their church (23%), a neighborhood association (18%), an arts organization
(14%), local politics (13%), and a community-based organization (13%). Almost a
quarter of the respondents (23%) indicate that they are not involved.
People said that they’d like to be more involved in shaping Norwalk’s future but they:
didn’t have time (27%), didn’t think things would change (22%) or didn’t have enough
information about how to get involved (21%). A smaller number (10%) didn’t feel
connected enough to Norwalk to want to volunteer, while 9% have tried in the past but
don’t feel very welcome.

What did they have to say about Norwalk?
A lot!
Rather than create a fully multiple choice survey where respondents were forced to
choose from a list of pre-determined options, this survey challenged respondents to
give open-ended responses to the question “besides crime, taxes and education, what
do you believe are the 3 biggest issues facing Norwalk?”
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We read through hundreds and hundreds of very honest responses. We initially
attempted to classify them into categories in order to quantify the size of the various
issues. That proved to be trickier than we had anticipated because while some responses
were fairly straightforward and easy to classify, others required more judgment on our
part.
For example, if someone mentioned “vacant storefronts” as an issue – were they
referring to “economic development” or “downtown”?
So after much discussion and debate, we ultimately decided to let the open-ended
responses speak for themselves. We utilized the free tool Wordle to create word clouds
that highlighted the relative size of each word based on the number of times it was
mentioned. The Wordle that follows is for all of the respondents.

While we were somewhat surprised that traffic and roads were so high on the list of
concerns, it was not surprising to see issues we have been following for many years
– development, redevelopment, parking and zoning – resonate with so many other
people.
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But the story of Norwalk is somewhat complicated. For example, while many people
refer to Norwalk as a small city and look forward to the vibrancy that city-life can
create, many others describe it as a large town and bemoan the changes and outsiders
that development might bring.
Because perception can sometimes become reality, we thought it would be interesting
to see if different groups of people identified different issues as being important.
The picture below represents the responses of approximately 200 people who identified
themselves as being “Native Norwalkers” or living here almost their entire lives.

Those people who have been here just a few years see things a bit differently. Notice
that “roads” are not as big of an issue to this group. Words like “lack”, “empty”, “none”
start to emerge as themes. So do “community”, “parking” and “transportation”.
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What do you think? How does this compare with your thoughts about Norwalk and its
issues?

What do they think about the future of Norwalk?
The majority of respondents (62%) believe that Norwalk has so much potential that it
will one day realize. But a whole bunch of people (6%) think it was better in the old
days. Some people don’t think much about it (6%) or simply don’t know (6%). Lastly,
there are those who say Norwalk is great as it is now (5%), and another 5% who think
it will never change.
We also believe that Norwalk has a lot of great things going for it!
We are encouraged and excited that 84% of respondents are interested in taking more
surveys or learning more about Norwalk 2.0. Hopefully you have been following our
progress via our newsletters.
We close with a depiction of responses of over 300 people who shared final thoughts
with us. We agree that Norwalk has great people and is a great community. We just
need to keep working together to unlock that potential.
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The mission of Norwalk 2.0 is to ignite the creative economy in communities through a
collaborative process, rooted in making downtown areas accessible and economically
stimulating, and to create arts programing that transforms public spaces and activates
and revitalizes neighborhoods.
October 15, 2012
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