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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Supportive housing provides permanent housing units for people with psychiatric disabilities
who have previously been homeless or are at risk of becoming homeless. Typically integrated
within a larger affordable housing development, supportive housing it is not an emergency or
temporary shelter or treatment facility. Tenants hold their own leases and are responsible for at
least a portion of their rent. In addition to providing a stable living environment, supportive
housing includes services that help tenants to remain stable, including counseling, job training,
and substance abuse assistance.

Although the need for supportive housing in San Diego County is urgent, the progress of devel-
oping sufficient housing units continues to be hampered by the prevailing stigma associated
with individuals who have psychiatric disabilities and by myths, misunderstandings, fear, and
nimbyism linked to housing persons with psychiatric disabilities in one’s neighborhood. To help
reduce the stigma and housing discrimination for individuals with psychiatric disabilities and to
build crucial community support for supportive housing in the region, the County of San Diego
recently selected a team of consultants led by Cook & Schmid to develop and implement public
relations, public education, and media strategies to increase public awareness, understanding,
and acceptance of supportive housing.

PURPOSE OF STUDY   Prior to the launch of the County’s public education effort in 2010, a
baseline survey of San Diego residents was conducted to establish statistically reliable bench-
mark measures of the public’s awareness, understanding, and opinions as they relate to sup-
portive housing, persons with psychiatric disabilities, and related issues.1 In addition to
gathering information that was helpful in developing campaign strategies and content, the sur-
vey established benchmark performance measures from which to evaluate the success of the
campaign’s efforts in the future. The purpose of the tracking study described in this summary
report was to measure the impacts of the campaign in raising public awareness of—and shaping
opinions about—supportive housing in San Diego.

OVERVIEW OF METHODOLOGY   A full description of the methodology used for this
study is included later in this report (see Methodology on page 13). In brief, a total of 400 ran-
domly selected adult residents who reside in San Diego County participated in the telephone sur-
vey between September 28 and October 2, 2011. Survey participants were categorized into one
of five geographic zones according to the location of their residence, and oversampling was con-
ducted within targeted ZIP codes to ensure that a sufficient number of interviews could be
obtained within areas that are likely candidates for future supportive housing projects. Tele-
phone interviews averaged 10 minutes in length.

ORGANIZATION OF REPORT   This report is designed to meet the needs of readers who
prefer a summary of the findings as well as those who are interested in the details of the results.
For those who seek an overview of the findings, the section titled Key Findings is for you. It pro-
vides a summary of the most important factual findings of the tracking survey and how they
compare to the baseline survey results. For the interested reader, this section is followed by the

1. See Survey on Supportive Housing, report prepared by True North Research for the County of San Diego, 
Health and Human Services Agency, January 2010.
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questionnaire with aggregate results presented for each question, as well as a description of the
methodology employed for collecting and analyzing the data. A complete set of crosstabulations
is contained in Appendix A (bound separately).

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS   True North thanks the staff at the County of San Diego and Cook
& Schmid who contributed their valuable input during the design stage of this study. Their col-
lective experience, local knowledge, and insight improved the overall quality of the research pre-
sented here.

DISCLAIMER   The statements and conclusions in this report are those of the authors
(Dr. Timothy McLarney and Richard Sarles) at True North Research, Inc. and not necessarily those
of the County of San Diego. Any errors and omissions are the responsibility of the authors.

ABOUT TRUE NORTH   True North is a full-service survey research firm that is dedicated to

providing public agencies with a clear understanding of the opinions, perceptions, priorities and
concerns of their residents and customers. Through designing and implementing scientific sur-
veys, focus groups and one-on-one interviews, as well as expert interpretation of the findings,
True North helps its clients to move with confidence when making strategic decisions in a variety
of areas—such as planning, policy evaluation, performance management, organizational devel-
opment, establishing fiscal priorities, and developing effective public information campaigns.
During their careers, Dr. McLarney (President) and Mr. Sarles (Principal Researcher) have
designed and conducted over 600 survey research studies for public agencies, including more
than 250 studies for California municipalities, counties and special districts.
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K E Y  F I N D I N G S

As noted in the Introduction, this tracking survey was designed to evaluate in a statistically reli-
able manner the effectiveness of the public education campaign in raising public awareness of—
and shaping opinions about—supportive housing in San Diego. Although the bulk of this sum-
mary report and the crosstabulations in Appendix A are devoted to conveying the details of the
study findings, in this section we attempt to ‘see the forest through the trees’ and note how the
collective results of the survey answer the key questions that motivated the research.

Did the campaign raise 
public awareness of sup-
portive housing in San 
Diego?

Yes. The most pronounced effect of the public education campaign has
been to raise the public’s awareness of supportive housing as a concept.
Whereas 16% of the general public had heard of supportive housing in
2010, the campaign succeeded in increasing awareness to 27% as
recorded in this tracking survey.

Did the campaign 
increase the public’s 
knowledge of support-
ive housing?

Yes. The term supportive housing means different things to different
people, and in the baseline survey many respondents thought the term
referred to housing assistance for low-income families as opposed to
housing that is provided to people with psychiatric disabilities who have
been homeless or are at risk of being homeless. Although a substantial
percentage of the general public continues to have this misperception,
the campaign has succeeded in improving the public’s knowledge and
understanding of the concept overall. Among those who had heard of
supportive housing prior to the interview, the percentage who were able
to describe supportive housing correctly tripled between the baseline
and tracking surveys in response to the campaign.

Did the campaign suc-
cess in increasing public 
acceptance of support-
ive housing?

Yes. Once the concept of supportive housing is clarified, the vast major-
ity of San Diego residents generally favor providing supportive housing
to individuals with psychiatric disabilities who would otherwise be home-
less. In fact, general support for the concept was so high in the baseline
study (86%) that the campaign had little room to improve support for
supportive housing in general (88%).

Although the vast majority of residents support the concept of support-
ive housing in general, the true litmus test is whether individuals are
willing to support having it in their neighborhood. And from this per-
spective, the campaign was effective in improving the public’s accep-
tance of supportive housing. Whereas 64% of San Diego residents in
2010 indicated that they would support having supportive housing for
individuals with psychiatric disabilities within a half mile of their home,
the post-campaign percentage was substantially higher at 71%.

In what respects has 
public opinion about 
supportive housing not 
changed?

Although the campaign was successful in raising public awareness,
knowledge, and acceptance of supportive housing, in several other
respects public opinion about supportive housing and related concepts
changed little during the period of interest. The importance that San
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Diego residents place on reducing the homeless population and provid-
ing counseling, training and support services to the disabled, for exam-
ple, remained steady between the baseline and tracking surveys. For
example, whereas 62% of residents rated reducing the homeless popula-
tion as at least very important in 2010, the corresponding percentage in
2011 was similar at 64%. The perceived need for more supportive hous-
ing during this period also remained steady, with 65% perceiving a need
for additional housing, 15% seeing no need, and 20% unsure.
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San Diego County 
Supportive Housing Tracking Survey 

Final Toplines 
October 2011

Section 1: Introduction to Study 

Hi, my name is _____, and I’m calling on behalf of TNR, an independent public opinion 
research firm. We’re conducting a short survey about important issues in San Diego County 
and we would like to get your opinions. 
If needed: This is a survey about important issues in San Diego County. I’m NOT trying to sell 
anything and I won’t ask for a donation. 
If needed: The survey should take about 7 minutes to complete. 
If needed: If now is not a convenient time, can you let me know a better time so I can call 
back? 
 
If the person says they are an elected official or is somehow associated with the survey, 
politely explain that this survey is designed to the measure the opinions of those not closely 
associated with the study, thank them for their time, and terminate the interview. 

 

Section 2: Screener for Inclusion in the Study 

For statistical reasons, I would like to speak to the youngest adult male currently at home 
that is at least 18 years of age. If there is no male currently at home that is at least 18 years 
of age, then ask: Ok, then I’d like to speak to the youngest female currently at home that is at 
least 18 years of age. 
 
If there is no adult currently available, then ask for a callback time. 
NOTE: Adjust this screener as needed to match sample quotas on gender & age 
If respondent asks why we want to speak to a particular demographic group, explain: It’s 
important that the sample of people for the survey is representative of the adult population in 
the region for it to be statistically reliable. At this point, we need to balance our sample by 
asking for people who fit a particular demographic profile. 

SC1 What is the zip code at your residence? Read zip code back to them to confirm correct 

 1 North County West 14% Continue 

 2 North County East 13% Continue 

 3 East Suburban/East County 15% Continue 

 4 Central & South County 27% Continue 

 5 North City 23% Continue 

 6 Targeted ZIPs 8% Continue 

 7 Other ZIP 0% Terminate 
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Section 3: Importance of Issues 

I’d like to begin by asking you a few questions about what it is like to live in San Diego 
County. 

Q1 How long have you lived in San Diego County? 

 1 Less than 1 year 3% 

 2 1 to 4 years 6% 

 3 5 to 9 years 10% 

 4 10 to 14 years 9% 

 5 15 years or longer 73% 

 99 Refused 0% 

Q2 Thinking of your own community, how would you rate the overall quality of life? Would 
you say it is excellent, good, fair, poor or very poor? 

 1 Excellent 36% 

 2 Good 49% 

 3 Fair 13% 

 4 Poor 1% 

 5 Very Poor 1% 

 98 Not sure 1% 

 99 Refused 0% 

Q3

Next, I’m going to read a list of issues. For each one, please tell me how important you 
feel the issue is to you, using a scale of extremely important, very important, 
somewhat important or not at all important. 
 
Here is the (first/next) issue: _____. Do you think this issue is extremely important, 
very important, somewhat important, or not at all important? 
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A Reducing traffic congestion 18% 32% 43% 6% 1% 0% 

B Maintaining the quality of education in our 
schools 52% 39% 6% 1% 1% 0% 

C Maintaining local property values 24% 38% 31% 6% 1% 0% 

D Reducing crime 36% 46% 15% 2% 1% 0% 

E Reducing the homeless population 25% 39% 28% 5% 2% 1% 

F Providing counseling, training and support 
services to the disabled 25% 45% 28% 2% 1% 0% 

G Reducing wait times at the emergency room 
in local hospitals 28% 41% 21% 6% 3% 1% 
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H 
Having the government help families who 
are in danger of losing their home to 
foreclosure 

25% 32% 27% 14% 2% 0% 

I Making housing affordable 30% 42% 23% 5% 1% 0% 

 

Section 4: Awareness of Supportive Housing 

Q4 Prior to taking this survey, had you ever heard the term “supportive housing”? 

 1 Yes 27% Ask Q5 

 2 No 70% Skip to Q6 

 98 Not sure 3% Skip to Q6 

 99 Refused 0% Skip to Q6 

Q5 In your own words, what is “supportive housing”? Verbatim responses recorded and 
later grouped into the categories shown below. 

 Housing, assistance for low income families 34% 

 Housing provided by government 34% 

 Not sure / Only heard the term 10% 

 Subsidized housing 9% 

 Housing plus social programs, assistance 9% 

 Housing for homeless people 8% 

 Housing for elderly, disabled 6% 

 

Section 5: Opinion of Supportive Housing 

To clarify: Supportive housing provides permanent housing units for people with psychiatric 
disabilities who have previously been homeless or are at risk of becoming homeless. 
Supportive housing is typically integrated within a larger affordable housing development, it 
is not an emergency or temporary shelter or treatment facility. Tenants hold their own leases 
and are responsible for at least a portion of their rent. In addition to providing a stable living 
environment, supportive housing includes services that help tenants to remain stable, 
including counseling, job training, and substance abuse assistance. 

Q6

In general, do you support or oppose providing supportive housing to individuals with 
psychiatric disabilities who would otherwise be homeless? 
 
Get answer, then ask: Would that be definitely (support/oppose) or probably 
(support/oppose)? 

 1 Definitely support 48% Skip to Q8 

 2 Probably support 40% Skip to Q8 

 3 Probably oppose 3% Ask Q7 

 4 Definitely oppose 3% Ask Q7 

 98 Not sure 6% Skip to Q8 

 99 Refused 1% Skip to Q8 
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Q7 Is there a particular reason why you oppose providing supportive housing? Verbatim 
responses recorded and later grouped into the categories shown below. 

 Taxes / Taxpayer burden 24% 

 Families should be responsible, not 
government 21% 

 Not well supervised, managed 17% 

 Not sure / No particular reason 15% 

 Do not support government involvement 13% 

 Cost of real estate, program too high 10% 

 Other government programs already 
provide assistance 4% 

 Do not want in neighborhood 1% 

Q8 In your opinion, is there a need for more supportive housing for people who are 
homeless and have psychiatric disabilities in San Diego County? 

 1 Yes 65% 

 2 No 15% 

 98 Not sure 20% 

 99 Refused 0% 

Q9

Would you support or oppose having supportive housing for individuals with psychiatric 
disabilities in your neighborhood, say within a half mile of your home? 
 
Get answer, then ask: Would that be definitely (support/oppose) or probably 
(support/oppose)? 

 1 Definitely support 33% 

 2 Probably support 38% 

 3 Probably oppose 7% 

 4 Definitely oppose 14% 

 98 Not sure 8% 

 99 Refused 0% 
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Ask Q10 if Q6 = (1,2,98,99) and Q9 = (3,4). Otherwise skip to intro preceding D1. 

Q10
Is there a particular reason why you oppose having supportive housing in your 
neighborhood? Verbatim responses recorded and later grouped into the categories 
shown below. 

 Do not want in neighborhood (general) 34% 

 Safety, crime concerns 33% 

 Concern for children in neighborhood 27% 

 Instability of individuals in program 25% 

 Better locations exist elsewhere 18% 

 Negative effect on property values 11% 

 Schools in area 9% 

 Not comfortable with the idea 4% 

 Not sure / No particular reason 2% 

 Will cause problems, issues in general 1% 

 

Section 6: Background & Demographics  

Thank you so much for your participation. I have just a few background questions for 
statistical purposes. 

D1 In what year were you born? Year recoded into age categories shown below. 

 18 to 24 14% 

 25 to 34 18% 

 35 to 44 19% 

 45 to 54 18% 

 55 to 64 12% 

 65 and over 14% 

 Refused 5% 

D2 Do you have one or more children under the age of 18 living in your household? 

 1 Yes 42% 

 2 No 57% 

 99 Refused 1% 

D3 Do you own or rent your home? 

 1 Own 65% 

 2 Rent 31% 

 99 Refused 4% 
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D4 Which of the following best describes your current home? 

 1 Detached, single-family home 69% 

 2 Townhome 6% 

 3 Condominium 8% 

 4 Apartment 14% 

 5 Mobile home 3% 

 99 Refused 1% 

D5 What ethnic group do you consider yourself a part of or feel closest to? Read list if 
respondent hesitates. 

 1 Caucasian/White 61% 

 2 Latino/Hispanic/Mexican 18% 

 3 African-American/Black 4% 

 4 Native American Indian or Alaskan 
Native 2% 

 5 Asian—Korean, Japanese, Chinese, 
Vietnamese, Filipino or other Asian 6% 

 6 Pacific Islander 1% 

 7 Mixed Heritage 2% 

 8 Other 2% 

 98 Not sure 1% 

 99 Refused 2% 

D6
This last question is for statistical purposes only. As I read the following income 
categories, please stop me when I reach the category that best represents your 
household’s total annual income before taxes. 

 1 Less than $25,000 15% 

 2 $25,000 to $49,999 17% 

 3 $50,000 to $74,999 15% 

 4 $75,000 to $99,999 17% 

 5 $100,000 to $149,999 12% 

 6 $150,000 to $199,999 5% 

 7 $200,000 or more 3% 

 98 Not sure 4% 

 99 Refused 13% 

Those are all of the questions that I have for you. Thanks so much for participating in this 
important survey! 
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Post-Interview & Sample Items 

S1 Gender 

 1 Male 46% 

 2 Female 54% 
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M E T H O D O L O G Y

The following sections outline the methodology used in the study, as well as the motivation for
using certain techniques.

QUESTIONNAIRE DEVELOPMENT   Dr. McLarney of True North Research worked closely

with the County of San Diego and Cook & Schmid to develop a questionnaire that covered the
topics of interest and avoided the many possible sources of systematic measurement error,
including position-order effects, wording effects, response-category effects, scaling effects and
priming. Some of the questions in the survey included multiple individual items. Because asking
the items in a set order can lead to a systematic position bias in responses, the items were asked
in a random order for each respondent. Some of the questions were also presented only to a sub-
set of respondents. For example, only respondents who opposed the initial test of support for
supportive housing were asked to indicate the reasons for doing so. The questionnaire included
in this report (see Questionnaire & Results on page 5) identifies the skip patterns that were used
during the interview to ensure that each respondent received the appropriate questions.

Given that the purpose of this tracking study was to measure the extent to which the public’s
awareness and/or opinions about supportive housing had changed during the past year in
response to the campaign, the questions included in the tracking survey questionnaire were
identical to similar questions used in the baseline study.

CATI & PRE-TEST   Prior to fielding the survey, the questionnaire was CATI (Computer

Assisted Telephone Interviewing) programmed to assist the live interviewers when conducting
the interviews. The CATI program automatically navigates the skip patterns, randomizes the
appropriate question items, and alerts the interviewer to certain types of keypunching mistakes
should they happen during the interview. The integrity of the questionnaire was pre-tested inter-
nally by True North and by dialing into random homes in San Diego County prior to formally
beginning the survey.

SAMPLE   Households within San Diego County were chosen for this study using a random

digit dial (RDD) sampling method. An RDD sample is drawn by first selecting all of the active
phone exchanges (first three digits in a seven digit phone number) and working blocks that ser-
vice the area. After estimating the number of listed households within each phone exchange that
are located within the area, a sample of randomly selected phone numbers is generated with the
number of phone numbers per exchange being proportional to the estimated number of house-
holds within each exchange in the area. This method ensures that both listed and unlisted
households are included in the sample. It also ensures that new residents and new developments
have an opportunity to participate in the study, which is not true if the sample were based on a
telephone directory.

Although the RDD method is widely used for community surveys, the method also has several
known limitations that must be adjusted for to ensure representative data. Research has shown,
for example, that individuals with certain demographic profiles (e.g., older women) are more
likely to be at home and are more likely to answer the phone even when other members of the
household are available. If this tendency is not adjusted for, the RDD sampling method will pro-
duce a survey that is biased in favor of women—particularly older women. To adjust for this
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behavioral tendency, the survey included a screening question which initially asked to speak to
the youngest male available in the home. If a male was not available, then the interviewer was
instructed to speak to the youngest female currently available. This protocol was followed—to
the extent needed—to ensure a representative sample. In addition to following this protocol, the
sample demographics were monitored as the interviewing proceeded to make sure they were
within certain tolerances.

OVERSAMPLING & WEIGHTING   Respondents were also initially screened regarding the

ZIP code of their residence to ensure that they lived within the County and to identify in which of
the five survey zones they resided. To obtain reliable estimates for the County as a whole, within
the five survey areas, as well as within a subset of ZIP codes that are likely targets for future sup-
portive housing projects, the study employed a strategic oversample by geographic area and ZIP
code to balance the statistical margins of error within those areas.

To adjust for the oversampling, the raw data were then weighted according to adult population
estimates2. The results presented in this report are the weighted results, which are representa-
tive at the countywide level, within the five survey districts, and within the targeted ZIP codes. 

MARGIN OF ERROR DUE TO SAMPLING   By using an RDD probability-based sample,
monitoring the sample characteristics as data collection proceeded, and adjusting for the strate-
gic oversampling through weighting, True North ensured that the resulting sample was repre-
sentative of adults in San Diego County. The results of the sample can thus be used to estimate
the opinions of all adults in the County. Because not every adult in the County participated in the
survey, however, the results have what is known as a statistical margin of error due to sampling.
The margin of error refers to the difference between what was found in the survey of adults for a
particular question and what would have been found if all of the estimated 3,095,313 adults in
the County had been interviewed (Census 2010).

For example, in estimating the percentage of adult residents who have heard of the term sup-
portive housing (Question 4), the margin of error can be calculated if one knows the size of the
population, the size of the sample, a desired confidence level, and the distribution of responses
to the question. The appropriate equation for estimating the margin of error, in this case, is
shown below:

where  is the proportion of adult residents that indicated they had heard of supportive housing
(0.27 for 27% in this example),  is the population size of all adult residents (3,095,313),  is
the sample size that received the question (400), and  is the upper  point for the t-distribu-
tion with  degrees of freedom (1.96 for a 95% confidence interval). Solving the equation
using these values reveals a margin of error of ± 4.36%. This means that, with 27% of respon-
dents indicating they had heard of the term supportive housing, we can be 95% confident that
the actual percentage of all adult residents in the County who had heard of supportive housing is
between 23% and 31%.

2. Source: SANDAG 2010 Population and Housing Estimates.
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Figure 1 provides a plot of the maximum margin of error in this study. The maximum margin of
error for a dichotomous percentage result occurs when the answers are evenly split such that
50% provide one response and 50% provide the alternative response (i.e.,  = 0.5). For this sur-
vey, the maximum margin of error for the sample is ± 4.9% for questions answered by all 400
respondents.

FIGURE 1  MAXIMUM MARGIN OF ERROR

Within this report, figures and tables show how responses to certain questions varied by demo-
graphic characteristics such as age of the respondent, area of residence, and presence of chil-
dren in the home. Figure 1 is thus useful for understanding how the maximum margin of error
for a percentage estimate will grow as the number of individuals asked a question (or in a partic-
ular subgroup) shrinks. Because the margin of error grows exponentially as the sample size
decreases, the reader should use caution when generalizing and interpreting the results for
small subgroups.

DATA COLLECTION   The method of data collection was telephone interviewing. Interviews
were conducted via telephone during weekday evenings (5:30PM to 9PM) and on weekends
(10AM to 5PM) between September 28 and October 2, 2011. It is standard practice not to call
during the day on weekdays because most working adults are unavailable and thus calling dur-
ing those hours would bias the sample. Interviews averaged 10 minutes in length.

DATA PROCESSING   Data processing consisted of checking the data for errors or inconsis-
tencies, coding and recoding responses, categorizing open-end responses, and preparing fre-
quency analyses and cross-tabulations. 
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ROUNDING   Numbers that end in 0.5 or higher are rounded up to the nearest whole number,
whereas numbers that end in 0.4 or lower are rounded down to the nearest whole number.
These same rounding rules are also applied, when needed, to arrive at numbers that include a
decimal place in constructing figures and charts. Occasionally, these rounding rules lead to
small discrepancies in the first decimal place when comparing tables and pie charts for a given
question.




