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On August 2, 2012, Environmental Services Department (ESD) conducted a focus group with residential customers who are consumers of ESD waste collection services. This focus group was conducted to gather input from residential customers regarding their:

· personal use patterns of existing ESD services 

· potential need for new or enhanced services 

· effectiveness of customer service and marketing communications

· perceptions about rates and billing 
· awareness and attitudes about ESD  
Qualitative research such as focus groups provides valuable insight into customer perceptions, attitudes, thoughts and opinions.  In this case, the ESD focus group information will be paired with quantitative results – a phone survey – offering ESD staff and the Tucson Mayor and Council a tool to better understand the  “average residential customer”  and ESD services, communications,  value perceptions and awareness. 

Selection Process

The focus group was designed to elicit input from ESD customers living in single family homes who have an active account with the ESD.  All participants pay their ESD bill for their home, and have an account in good standing. The group was designed to represent average residential customers that comprise the majority of ESD ratepayers, reflecting a demographic mix across zip codes, City Council wards, and ESD services used.
The recruitment pool was created by generating active account lists that met all criteria and then randomizing those lists. These lists were provided to a local market research firm to perform third-party telephone recruiting to ensure no bias entered the selection process. Recruitment in excess of group size, and proportionate to ideal group composition, was performed to ensure final groups met recruitment goals. The morning of the focus group, 15 attendees were confirmed, with 9 residential customers participating in the focus group. An honorarium of $50 per participant was offered to help recruitment. 

Format

The focus group meeting was held on August 2, 2012 from 5:30 p.m. to 7:30 p.m. at a local market research facility that allowed for observation of the session by ESD staff.  The session followed this sequence: 
· Participant check-in 20 minutes before session 
· Complete and hand in written survey
· Focus Group 

· Introductions / Orientation

· Objective 1 – Perceptions about ESD services, customer service and overall satisfaction  
· Objective 2 – Opinions about current ESD services
· Break

· Objective 3 – Understand attitudes and acceptance for new services being considered by ESD
· Objective 4 – Communication methods and messages and value perceptions
The focus group facilitator was a non-ESD employee, Cody Gildart, who facilitated the session using a discussion guide consisting of polls and discussion questions. Polls require each group member to respond to a question, which gives solid data. Discussion questions were tailored to solicit useful input on specific topics.

The discussion guide is included as Appendix A. 

Audio and DVD recordings of each session are also available. 
   
Pre-Focus Group Questionnaire
Each participant completed a written survey prior to participating in the focus group. This questionnaire solicited specific demographic information about the participant and to give insight into attitudes and perceptions prior to beginning the group session.  Figure 1 outlines the response information for the nine focus group participants:  
A sample questionnaire is included as Appendix B.
	Number of participants


	9

	Gender


	Women  9 ▪ Men  0

	Years lived in Tucson/Tucson area


	26 ▪ 18 ▪ 44 ▪ 21 ▪ 4 ▪ 41 ▪ 70 ▪ 18 ▪ 20

	Age


	68 ▪ 38 ▪ 44 ▪ 59 ▪ 68 ▪ 46 ▪ 80 ▪ 41 ▪ 45

	Zip Code
	85711 (2) ▪ 85713 (2) ▪ 85730 (2) ▪ 85710 (1) ▪ 85749 (1) ▪ 85706 (1)

	How many people in household
	 2▪3▪5▪2▪1▪6▪1▪4▪5

	Household income
	1 – under $25k

3 – $25,000 to $34,999

0 – $35,000 to $49,999

2 – $50,000 to $74,999

0 – $75,000 to $99,999

1 – $100,000 or more 

2 – decline to answer

	ESD services used in the last 24 months 
	Trash collection – 8

Brush & Bulky collection – 8

special Brush & Bulky pick up for an additional fee – 0

Blue Barrel recycling pick up – 7

Dropped off materials at a HHW site or at an monthly event – 0

Recycled paint sales at a HHW site or Los Reales – 0

Scheduled a roll off bin for a neighborhood cleanup – 0

Used the Los Reales landfill – 2

Ordered trash container – 0

Contacted customer service on phone or submitted 

a request online – 1

Used(viewed) the ESD website –1

None selected – 1

	I receive timely & helpful information regarding ESD activities. 
	Yes – 6 ▪ No – 3

	I use Internet and understand ES provides resources. 
	Yes – 3 ▪ No – 2 

Yes, but unaware of ES website – 4

	How satisfied are you with the value you receive for what you pay? 
	Very satisfied – 0 

Satisfied – 3

Neutral – 3

Unsatisfied-1

Very unsatisfied – 1 

None selected – 1

	Have you contacted ES regarding your account?
	Yes – 3 

No – 5

None selected – 1

	If yes, how easy was it to come to acceptable resolution?
	Very easy – 1 

About the same – 0

Not easy – 2


	How do you pay for ESD services?
	Pay by mail – 1 

Pay online – 5 

Pay by phone-2 

In person at a pay station – 0

Automated bill payment – 0

None selected – 1

	Do you pay what you consider about the right amount for ESD services per month?
	Yes – 5

No – 2

None Selected – 2

	It is good that ES offers a wide variety of waste disposal services? 
	Strongly agree – 1 

Agree – 5

Neutral –1

Disagree – 0

Strongly disagree – 1

None selected – 1

	It is good for the community that ES offers recycling services? 
	Strongly agree – 5 

Agree – 3

Neutral – 0

Disagree – 0

Strongly disagree – 0 

None selected – 1

	It is good for the community that ES offers HHW drop-off service?
	Strongly Agree – 3

Agree – 5

Neutral – 0

Disagree – 0

Strongly Disagree – 0 

None selected – 1

	I understand plastic bags from the grocery and other retail stores are not biodegradable and create a significant amount of waste.
	Strongly Agree – 4 

Agree – 4

Neutral – 0 

Disagree – 0

Strongly Disagree – 0 

None selected – 1


Focus Group Objectives 

The discussion guide discussion and polling questions were crafted around these key objectives:
Objective 1: Understand participants’ current value perceptions about ESD services, customer service and overall satisfaction.
Objective 2: Learn the perceptions and opinions about current ESD services. 
Objective 3: Understand attitudes and acceptance for new services being considered by ESD.
Objective 4: Communication and closing value perception.
Analysis 
Objective 1:   Understand participants’ current value perceptions about ESD services, customer service and overall satisfaction

ESD customer service:

· 4 of the 9 participants had interactions with ESD employees.  Participants indicated that ‘employees’ were the staff who answered customer phone calls of those who, collected trash in their neighborhood, and collected recycling in their neighborhood. 
· Of the 4 with interactions with ESD employees, there were 2 members who cited positive experience and 2 members who cited negative experience.
· 6 of 9 members had spoken with an ESD Account Representative on the phone. The 3 of the 6 who had spoken with an ESD Account Representative indicated it was a positive experience.
Discussing positive interactions with ESD staff elicited encouraging animated responses that stood out in the narrative. This might inform conclusions and for personnel on the phone and in the field. Members of the group expressed positive feedback regarding quick response time for replacing bins, quick response time for a missed pick up, resolving neighborhood issues, and individualized service.  For example:  “The trash collector driving the truck actually waited for me to get my bin out, then smiled at me.  I was impressed!” and “I called and they quickly replaced my bin,” and “ESD quickly corrected a situation where folks in the neighborhood were hijacking bins.” 
Other members expressed frustration in respect to customer service that focused on long wait times on the phone, phone service representatives, and ESD trucks and collectors banging and damaging bins. For example, one group member stated “They take 20 minutes to answer a phone call and other times there is a busy signal.” Regarding phone calls another member said “I called and I had two recycling bins, they said they would not recycle both, so I quit recycling.” This member indicated that the negative customer service experience led to the termination of recycling participation. 
ESD value perceptions:

When asked about ESD’s overall quality of service, the response varied from “fine” to “there is trash all over my neighborhood.” This led to a brief discussion about the quality of service relative to geographic location.
Objective 2:   Learn the perceptions and opinions about current ESD services.
Recycling/Blue Barrel service:
· There is a high participation in recycling:  8 out of 9 participants indicated that they recycle; the one individual who no longer recycles terminated for ‘poor service.’ 
· When asked what would increase the amount of recycling, the group agreed that educational programs should be a priority versus recycling bins in public or changes in curbside service.  
· Overall the participants did not have knowledge what ESD does with collected Blue Barrel recycling material.  One participant cited a misrepresentation that ESD collects recycling ‘but then doesn’t recycle and dumps it in the landfill.’
· It made sense to participants that recycled materials are sold to recover program costs.
The group supported that education programs are an important way to increase recycling, specifically education programs targeted towards young people. Several group members mentioned that recycling in their home was promoted by their children learning about recycling at school.  Additionally, several members suggested the that ESD provide separate bins for metal and glass, paper, and plastic might increase recycling participation – reflecting a lack of knowledge about current recycling practices.  Another member suggested that blue barrels be located where people shop for easy recycling, suggesting that ESD “Put bins at Circle K where people buy bottled drinks so they can immediately recycle.”
Plastic bags and recycling:
· 8 out of 9 members supported an educational program to increase plastic bag recycling. The one member who abstained from polling, indicated “in order to support a program, I need more information.”

· 3 out of 9 members would support a ban on plastic bags.
· 2 out of 9 (confirm on audio recording/2 out of 9 or 1 out of 9) members support an additional charge by retailers to reduce use of plastic bags. 

The discussion about recycling and banning of plastic bags included a discussion as to how individuals reuse these plastic bags:  to line small home trash cans, to wrap up cans of used motor oil for disposal, to dispose of  kitty litter/dog waste,  to carry household items and to reuse when shopping. Some members stated that they try to use cloth bags instead of plastic when shopping. 

Brush & Bulky (B&B) service: 

· 8 out of 9 group members use the twice a year B&B service.
· When asked what would improve the current service, members said ‘more frequency’ and suggested offering B&B 3 or 4 times a year. One member recommended having a Brush & Bulky pick up after the holidays.
· 7 participants indicated that they knew they could schedule a Brush & Bulky pick up for an additional fee.  Although knowledgeable about scheduled B&B, none of these 7 respondents have used this service. This was attributed to cost and the ability to wait for regular Brush & Bulk collection.
· Of the 2 that were not aware of scheduled B&B service, one stated that it would be a service they would be interested in using. 
· To improve the Brush & Bulky service, members suggested to have the service offered 3 or 4 times a year. One member recommended having a Brush & Bulky pick up after the holidays.
· Overall, the group was uninterested in paying an additional fee for scheduled Brush & Bulky service. 
Twice a year Brush & Bulk service drew an overall positive response from focus group participants. One participant said, “I get excited about seeing the Brush & Bulky truck.” Another participant was unsure about what could be picked up during Brush & Bulky, citing a television had not been picked up.  

Household Hazardous Waste (HHW) Program:

· 5 participants knew about the HHW program and 4 participants did not.  
· None of the 9 has used the HHW program at the Sweetwater facility at I-10 and Prince, Los Reales Landfill or a monthly collection in neighborhoods. 
· One participant believed that sharps disposal was part of the HHW program. 

Service Perceptions:
After discussing the existing ESD services, the group was asked about services that they do not use but others may find important. The group felt that recycling for our community was a priority and that communal recycling bins should be available at Wal-Mart, Circle K, AM PM, etc. 
Objective 3:   Understand attitudes and acceptance for new services being considered by ESD. 
Perceptions on ESD as an enterprise fund:
As a lead in to discussing potential new and expanded services, the facilitator explained that ESD is an enterprise fund of the City of Tucson and must generate fees to recover costs.  None of the 9 participants was aware that ESD was an enterprise fund.  One participant comments that ‘it makes sense that they have to cover their costs.’ 
Scheduled HHW collection at home:
· Overall, none of the 9 participants would be interested in paying an additional fee for a HHW collection service because “I don’t generate enough hazardous waste at my house for a pick up.”  
· Instead of expanding HHW for home pick up, the group expressed the desire to include their household hazardous waste in the current Brush & Bulky collection.
· The group did not see a price-value for home HHW collection; “This doesn’t seem to be cost effective for ESD.”
Yard waste mulching and green waste recycling services:

· There is minimal interest in organic mulch: 3 members interested in using mulch and 1 participant uses mulch and has a home wood chipper. 

· 8 out of 9 participants currently do not use organic mulch.  The one member who uses organic mulch has a home wood chipper.  
· 1 out of 9 participants expressed interest in ESD or an outside contractor coming to their home to chip green waste into mulch. This participant indicated they would not be interested in paying for this service.
· 1 out of 9 participants said they would be interested in paying an additional monthly fee for a separate barrel and collection to recycle landscape or yard waste.  
Generally group members did not use organic mulch in their landscape excluding the one member who had purchased a $700 wood chipper. This attitude was reinforced by responses to a question regarding a yard waste container. When polled about a service that included a yard waste container, 8 of 9 participants indicated they would not be interested in such a service.  When discussing the potential regular landscape or yard waste collection, members indicated that they would like to dispose of their organic waste with the current Brush & Bulky service or simply cut up yard waste in small pieces to put in the trash. 
Improving and adding services:
· When asked about improvements or additions to ESD services the group indicated the desire to have bigger trash bins as well as additional bins to separate their recycling material. 
· When asked about other kinds of services ESD should offer, participants responded:

· Put recycling bins in public parks 

· Improve quality of existing services and customer service.
· Train staff better

· Use staff more efficiently (2 people to a truck?)
· The expectation is that ESD should offer a high level of service for once a week service and that participants are not willing to pay more for additional service or service improvements.
Objective 4:   Communication and closing value perceptions. 
Communication to customers and with ESD:
· When asked about the best ways for ESD to communicate with customers about changes in service, the most mentioned media were: email (5), door hanger (5), bill insert (2), text message (2), and local media (2).
· No participants were interested in following ESD on social media to learn about service changes and other information.

· Participants want ESD staff to be available and responsive via phone: direct phone lines, little wait time, and ability to talk with a live person as a menu option. 

· Participants suggested ESD have an automated callback service like TEP and an email contact for issues that are not time critical. 
· Participants would like additional information from ESD is about items that can and can’t be recycled. 

Messaging:
· 2 participants learned that ESD was an enterprise fund.
· 3 members learned that the rate you pay is includes all of ESD services.
· 7 of the 9 participants appreciate ESD service, saying “great job”, “no complaints (3)”, and “good job.”
Some members expressed that the utility services statement is hard to read and hard to understand, particularly since Pima County sewer, Tucson Water, and ESD are included on one statement.  Specifically participants had an interest in seeing the assigned price for each ESD service as a line item on their statement.
Conclusions
The group consisted of individuals who expressed their thoughts and opinions on the topics under discussion. However, some similarities and trends emerged during discussion. These similarities and trends are important, because they are most likely to represent the thoughts and feelings of the average residential customer. After analysis, some conclusions can be drawn.

· Conclusion: Overall, customers believe that ESD is doing a good job and have few complaints.

· Conclusion: Trash collection, Blue Barrel Recycling, and Brush & Bulky service are the most used services with a strong perceived value.

· Conclusion: Customer service on the phone is important and is most often used method to contact ESD.  Customers expressed support for short wait times, informed and courteous representatives, and getting a live representative.

· Conclusion: There is a need to educate residential customers about ESD and ESD services:  what it means to be an enterprise fund, what happens to recycling after it is collected from your home, what can be recycled, using twice a year Brush & Bulky service, Household Hazardous Waste service, and the full menu of services offered by ESD.
· Conclusion: There is moderate to high awareness about the negative impact of non -biodegradable plastic bags on the environment and strong support for an education based approach to increasing recycling plastic bags.  
· Conclusion: There is strong support for educating children about recycling. School-aged children influence how a household recycles and the recycling behavior of the adults in that household.  Examine opportunities to expand education programs for school-aged children in recycling plastic bags, green waste, and household hazardous waste.

· Conclusion:  In general, group members indicated that they would prefer an increase in the quality of service and customer service interface rather than the provision of additional services.
· Conclusion: There is little perceived need, perceived value or interest in these potential services:

· Scheduled Brush & Bulky

· Household Hazardous Waste home collection

· Organic mulch

· Green waste recycling 

· Conclusion: People did not generate enough household chemicals to see a perceived value in a Household Hazardous Waste home collection.

· Conclusion: People do not produce enough green waste or use enough organic mulch on their properties to be interested in any of the organic mulch services.

· Conclusion: Customers are interested in improved Brush & Bulky services, but appeared to be price sensitive and showed little interested in paying additional fees. 

· Conclusion: Email and informational door hangers were mentioned as preferred ways to communicate service changes. 

· Conclusion: In regards to contacting ESD:  to eliminate frustration that occurs via phone, when lines are busy, customers expressed interest in  callback services. When issues are important but not urgent, customers would like an alternative number or email to communicate their issue to ESD.

· Conclusion: Educate consumers to build on ESD’s service-value equation:  customers need to understand that there monthly ESD service includes:  trash collection, recycling, 2x a year Brush & Bulky, groundwater remediation, and use of the Household Hazardous Waste program. When possible, increase awareness that ESD is an enterprise fund.

Attachments to follow:

A – Discussion Guide

B – pre focus group questionnaire
WORK IN PROGRESS – August 23, 2012


 

