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CUSTOMER SURVEYS

In the Spring of 1993, in the interest of Total Quality Management, FHWA, Office of Right of Way, surveyed its field offices on several issues.  One of the areas of interest to the Washington Headquarters Office was the State Highway Departments' and Local Public Agencies' Public Awareness Activities.  Of particular interest was the use of customer surveys.  The questions asked were:

1.
Does your State DOT conduct customer surveys (using owner/relocatee survey forms or interviews) of persons affected by their highway project?  

2.
If no, why?  If yes, at what stage(s)?

3.
Who is being asked to respond (owners, relocatees, others)?

4.
Does your State DOT do these follow-up contacts on a regular basis?

5.
How are the surveys conducted?  Response form?  Interview?

6.
Does your State have good procedures or a good process for doing this, that would be of interest to others?

Forty-five states responded to the survey.  The results can be placed into 3 categories.

1.
Those that use customer surveys - 17 states.

2.
Those that don't use customer surveys - 19 states.

3.
Those that are currently planning, considering or developing customer survey processes - 9 states.  

A state by state breakdown is shown in Figure 1 below.   

The 17 states that indicated a use of customer surveys (block 1) can be broken down into those that use customer surveys solely in the early project development or right-of-way planning stage of a project and those that use customer surveys at or after the close of the acquisition and/or relocation stage.

Eight states are using customer surveys early in the project development and right-of-way acquisition process.  These customer surveys are used in the preparation of an inventory of characteristics and needs of individuals, families, businesses and non-profit organizations and farms to be acquired.  These early surveys are compared to the real estate market to determine if an adequate supply of comparable replacement housing and suitable replacement locations for businesses and farms will be available to meet the needs of the displaced persons in a timely manner.  An analysis of the problems anticipated in the acquisition and relocation of the project property owners and tenants, including any special services that may be necessary is also compiled at this time.  Generally, this type of survey does not involve the use of post-acquisition follow-up of any kind.
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The remaining states shown in bold in block 1, are states that indicated use of customer surveys following the right-of-way acquisition and relocation stage in an effort to measure customer satisfaction (the customer being the property owner or relocatee) with the acquisition and relocation process.  These nine states are the subject of the remainder of this report.

COLORADO
The Colorado Department of Highways has used customer surveys in the past to question displaced persons about the quality of the relocation assistance program.  The central office mails the surveys and tabulates the responses when the surveys are returned.  The responses are then transmitted to the field with recommendations.  If problems are discovered, they are addressed and resolved.

The highway department has no written procedures or regulations governing the process.  The survey process is not on-going.  Currently, the department is not mailing surveys.  However, officials at the highway department feel that valuable information was gathered by the surveys.  The information gathered allowed them to gauge the effectiveness of the relocation assistance program, and make needed changes.  They plan on resuming the process in the near future.

IDAHO
In Idaho only 2 districts are currently conducting post-acquisition surveys.  At the present time, the process is not routine and the Idaho Highway Department has no formal policy regarding its use.  The surveys are solicited solely at the discretion of the districts.  The central office endorses their use and receives copies of the completed surveys.  However, the process is voluntary and there is no formal evaluation or assessment procedure.  The Idaho FHWA Division Office is supportive of the process.  

The surveys are transmitted to the central office where the information is tabulated.  This tabulation is then used at the state's yearly right-of-way meeting to address the comments received from the surveys.  At the meeting, central office officials briefly talk about the results of the surveys.  The attendees are encouraged to better their performance in areas where there is an indication of problems.  

There is no formal TQM process in Idaho, and at present the survey information is obtained because of a general desire to know how they are doing with regard to the right-of-way program.  The FHWA Division Office is supportive, and hopeful the State may take more comprehensive steps to initiate a formal state-wide program.  

MARYLAND
The Maryland State Highway Administration (MSHA) has had some limited experience using customer surveys.  The program was initiated by the Relocation Assistance Bureau Chief, and focused on displaced persons.  

MSHA went through a major reorganization and decentralization.  One of the functional areas that was changed greatly was the administration of the Relocation Program.  The surveys were initiated to monitor the quality of relocation assistance being provided under the new management system. The surveys were mailed out following right-of-way clearance of the project.  Questionnaires were mailed to owner-occupants, tenants, and businesses.   

During the survey period, a response rate greater than 50% was experienced.  The high response rate was attributed to use of self-addressed stamped envelopes.  The responses were generally favorable.  However, the accuracy of the responses was questioned, as displaced persons may have felt intimidated by the government generated survey.

There were no reviews of the process by FHWA, however state staff tallied the data and prepared a report to the Right-of-Way Director.  Survey information was also made available to relocation personnel in the field.  

Due to the low number of displacements in the past year the MSHA relocation survey program was discontinued.  State staff felt that if MSHA begins doing surveys again, they should be conducted by a private company and by personal interviews if possible.  

NEW YORK
The New York OBM method arose from a recommendation in the joint NYSDOT/FHWA Acquisition Task Force Report of July 1989.  The Task Force found that lead time and staffing constraints were impeding capacity to perform sufficient follow‑up contacts with owners.  This resulted in delayed agreements, fewer full agreements, and delayed payment of claims. It was decided to streamline the process by making initial offers by mail.  Also, the OBM process would provide a reinforced follow‑up procedure, in which owners would be personally contacted after the mail offer to discuss the acquisition, the offer, or the settlement and payment requirements. The OBM process was formally initiated with issuance of NYSDOT Directive A02‑4‑26 dated June 6, 1990. It provided that OBM would be the standard method of conveying an offer except where a displacement is involved or special circumstances are present such as a language barrier or advanced age.

New York's experience with customer surveys is thorough but somewhat narrow.  In June of 1990, the New York State Department of Transportation (NYSDOT) central office began a relatively new and controversial process of making offers to property owners by mail (OBM).  The NYSDOT, encouraged by the FHWA Division Office, began a program to assess the effectiveness and level of service of OBM.    

The follow-up procedure came in the form of a customer survey which was jointly developed by the NYSDOT Acquisition Management Bureau and the FHWA New York Division Office.  Over the next year and a half following the implementation of the OBM process the Real Estate Division's Property Management Bureau mailed out 260 questionnaires.  There were nine questions asked.

1.
Was the necessity for the taking adequately explained?

2.
Was the effect on the property adequately explained?

3.
Did you receive a phone call from the agent after the OBM was received?

4
Was the contact with the DOT initiated by the owner?

5.
Did the owner ask for a meeting with the right-of-way agent?

6.
Would the owner have preferred personal contact to OBM?

7.
Was there adequate information received during preliminary contacts?

8.
Were the agreement forms adequately explained?

9.
Any other comments about the process?

Some questionnaires were not returned, while others were returned incomplete.  The 120 questionnaires returned (46.15%) were used to develop a report revealing how the OBM process was working.  The final report indicated that over two-thirds of the respondents had a neutral to favorable attitude toward the OBM process.  The report also had many recommendations regarding improvement of the OBM process.  

This customer survey initiative was a one time review to analyze a new acquisition procedure. It was never meant to be integrated into any kind of TQM system.  The mailing was discontinued following the completion of the OBM report.  The report was briefly discussed at the NYSDOT Semi-annual Regional Right-of-Way Chiefs Meeting and a copy was mailed to all NYSDOT Regional Offices.  However, beyond recommendations made in the report, there was no central office initiative to make changes in the OBM process.  There was also no formal employee reward or counseling process resulting from the survey responses.  Some agents who scored especially high with the property owners did receive commendation letters.  Employees were not apprised of the survey results other than the report being distributed.

The FHWA Division office indicated that the process was beneficial because it drew attention to some of the areas where improvement is needed and because it was used to make recommendations to improve areas of the OBM process.  The Division believes that, given time, some of the recommendations in the report will work their way into the State's acquisition procedures.  

One of the more important results of the NYSDOT experience with the use of customer surveys is that the central office is now developing a second customer survey initiative.  This one will examine the property owner/relocatee viewpoint of the acquisition and relocation on all takings.  These new questionnaires will be similarly limited in scope and time frame.

NORTH CAROLINA
The North Carolina Department of Transportation (NCDOT) has a comprehensive right-of-way customer survey process.  Although the process is new, only a year and a half old, it has obtained growing support among FHWA Division and NCDOT right-of-way personnel.  The idea to implement the program originated with the Assistant Right-of-Way Chief, NCDOT.  While he was assisting in an "FHWA Circuit Rider Peer Review" in Oregon he was introduced to the concept, liked it, and instituted it in North Carolina.  The concept received some opposition when originally proposed because of fear that the surveys would be used by participants as an opportunity only to criticize the highway program.  However, the survey process was implemented and the State has received a lot of positive feedback.  The process is demonstrating a high customer satisfaction rate with those property owners and relocatees returning the surveys.  The North Carolina FHWA Division Office has not done any formal reviews of the process but has inspected the returned surveys.  The State tabulates the data from the survey and analyzes the results.  Recently, at the Joint State/FHWA Region 4 Conference, NCDOT staff made a presentation to the forum regarding the use of the customer survey process in North Carolina.  

When the surveying process began, the questionnaires were sent to property owners with whom the State had closed contracts the preceding year.  Soon, they began sending questionnaires to property owners who had just signed contracts.  Within a few months they were surveying relocatees as well.  NCDOT uses two surveys; one for acquisition, and one for relocation.  Relocatees are surveyed after they have moved.  Condemnees are also surveyed.  

The customer survey process is not formalized and is not integrated into a prescribed TQM system.  There is no required report and no policy written to control its use.  However, NCDOT is using it as a management tool to check the effectiveness of the right-of-way program.  They do follow up and talk to the districts regarding the results.  Management makes the survey responses and tabulated data available to the NCDOT field offices.  If there is a perceived problem regarding an individual or office it is investigated and resolved.  Occasionally an agent will need a little "coaching" and the survey data helps in doing that.  Although FHWA has not done any formal reviews of the process, the returned surveys are inspected.  If unsatisfactory patterns are discovered they are investigated.

OREGON
The Oregon Department of Transportation (ODOT) sends out a questionnaire to property owners and relocatees when payment is made.  ODOT also sends questionnaires to condemnees at or near the time the Fair Market Value is posted.  The customer survey process is administered by the central office.  When the responses are returned, the information is tabulated and routed to the applicable supervisory personnel.  If concerns are noted the supervisors will investigate and determine the extent of the problem and take corrective action if necessary.

ODOT has strong central office control over the right-of-way functions.  This allows them to control the customer survey process and any corrective measures that may become necessary.  The customer survey process is not written into the ODOT Right-of-Way manual.  There are no formal regulations or procedures governing its use.  

The customer survey process stems from a general use of surveys within ODOT itself.  The emphasis at ODOT has been on customer service for a long time.  This emphasis began at ODOT with a desire to make the organization more receptive to the needs of its internal and external customers.  To accomplish this, a series of internal surveys among the various departments and offices within ODOT were begun.  Surveys were designed to find out from the various offices how they could better serve their counterparts. The use of customer surveys, or Property Owner/Relocation Opinion Surveys, as ODOT calls them, came as an outgrowth of this system.  Even the FHWA Division Office in Oregon got involved.  It recently sent a survey to ODOT requesting information on how FHWA could improve delivery of its product.   The internal survey process is continuing at ODOT as is the customer survey process.  

Although the surveying process at ODOT is not tied directly to any formalized TQM effort, it is used informally to check on program delivery and quality of service.  The customer surveys do not tie into an agent's performance evaluation, nor are they used in any reward system.  However, customer surveys do have an indirect influence on the rewards and evaluations of the employees.  There is a state right-of-way meeting every 2 years and one of the activities usually centers around a brief discussion of the survey results.  Notwithstanding, the employees are not normally made aware of the results unless there is a problem.

The customer surveys indicate a high level of satisfaction with the acquisition and relocation process in Oregon, and there is a 50% rate of returned questionnaires.  The benefits of the process in Oregon are many.  The Oregon FHWA Division has indicated that the survey process is a valuable management tool that allows the state right-of-way personnel to get a property owner/relocatee view of the process.  It lets management get a preview of possible storms on the horizon, and it provides documentation that the right-of-way process is working well.  

FHWA Division staff indicated that the process did have some negative aspects.  Some of the returned questionnaires focused on the agent's performance, rather than on the delivery of the product.  Property owners/relocatees may not know what their entitlements are, and therefore may indicate satisfaction with a process that could be defective.  Notwithstanding, the survey process provides positive and negative feedback on how the program is perceived by those most directly affected by it.

SOUTH DAKOTA
South Dakota has a post-acquisition customer survey process.  However, it is limited to assessing the effectiveness of South Dakota's Title VI compliance.  In accordance with the South Dakota Right-of-Way Manual, the Assistant Right-of-Way Chief is responsible for selectively contacting minorities and/or women affected by right-of-way activities to verify Title VI compliance.  These contacts may be either face-to-face, by telephone, or mailed questionnaires.  Most contacts occur through the mailing of 2 questionnaires; one for acquisition and one for relocation, which are mailed after the acquisition and/or relocation occurs.

The need for and number of contacts depends on the significance of the right of way action or its effect; i.e. numbers involved, dollars involved, complexity, displaced persons, etc.  

FHWA Division right-of-way staff advised that the process is limited.  The responses are not analyzed beyond Title VI compliance, there is no statistical compilation of the data, and no report is issued.  FHWA Division staff would like to see the process expanded to other areas of the program.  The FHWA Division Office suggested FHWA should consider conducting its own right-of-way surveys as an additional monitoring tool that could be used in this era of decreasing FHWA right-of-way presence in the states.

WISCONSIN
The Wisconsin DOT conducts property owner opinion surveys following the acquisition of property.  The surveys are not performed by all districts.  Currently only about half of the districts mail out such surveys.  The process is not required by the central office, and there are no set procedures.  Each district that is using customer surveys has developed its own questionnaire.  In some districts, relocatees are surveyed. In other districts only property owners are asked to complete a questionnaire. Some districts conduct the survey when the deed is signed, others wait until the check is received, while still others wait until completion of construction.  No reviews have been done by the State or FHWA.  They do have quarterly meetings of all District Right-of-Way Chiefs where the benefits of such surveys are discussed.  As a result, the use of surveys is on the increase.  Those that are not currently using them are interested.  They have expressed a desire for information in order to begin similar surveying processes in their districts.  Those using customer surveys have stated that they are a valuable tool in obtaining feedback on how well the program is working.  Districts receiving negative comments investigate and take corrective action if necessary.

MICHIGAN
The Real Estate Office of the Michigan Department of Transportation (MDOT) started a customer survey process approximately one year ago.  The process is still in its formative stages.  The FHWA Division has been closely involved with its development and tabulated the results of the first group of responses. 

The survey process is administered from the central office.  The surveys are mailed along with the final closing documents by the title company.  A self-addressed, stamped envelope is included for returning the survey to the central office.  Once returned, the surveys are collated by project and held until enough are available for tabulation.  Both property owners and displaced owner-occupants are surveyed.  MDOT is studying ways to canvas tenant-occupants and tenant owned businesses.  The results of the surveys are announced at the MDOT semi-annual right-of-way meeting

A cursory review of the process completed by the FHWA Michigan Division Office found the survey results to be quite favorable and reflected positively on the work of the real estate office.  The positive survey responses were especially noteworthy because some of the respondents had their property acquired through condemnation.  

Some of the highlights of the Michigan surveys were:


Ninety-nine percent of those responding indicated that the acquisition specialist had clearly explained the need for the project and the property.  One hundred percent indicated the appraisal has been explained to them.


Acquisition Question 6, which asked if the informational booklets were easy to understand, elicited a "no" response from 14% of those returned.  15% did not answer the question.


In response to the question of whether they had been treated with courtesy and had their questions answered, 98% rated MDOT from adequate to good (good being the highest rating possible).  Only 2% ranked efforts in this area as less than adequate.


In terms of relocation assistance, 81% ranked service as adequate to good, 11% indicated service was less than adequate, and only 8% ranked service as poor.


A common thread running through the narrative comments was the slow pace of project development. A reoccurring suggestion was "reduce the time it takes from start to finish."  Another suggestion was "keep in touch more with the people once they have been notified they are moving.  It will relieve the stress and strain on the people knowing how things are progressing."


In some cases it appeared that the respondents weren't aware that the questionnaire was printed on both sides and consequently didn't answer any of the questions on the back.  In other cases, the respondents gave negative answers to the relocation section of the questionnaire when in fact they were not entitled to relocation benefits and should not have completed that section of the form.  The use of separate forms in the future may prevent this confusion.

OBSERVATIONS
Although nine states are using customer surveys for post acquisition follow-up, none have any formal procedures to administer the process.  No state had any official policy guidance on the use of customer surveys and none had any language in their manuals regarding survey use.

The degree of involvement of the nine states in using customer surveys ranged from very little to very comprehensive.  Some states only used the process for checking certain aspects of the program; ie: Title VI requirements, or Offer by Mail, while others used it to check customer satisfaction with the entire right-of-way process.  Some states are using customer surveys on a one time basis to check a certain aspect of the program.  In these cases, once they receive the desired information, the process is discontinued.  Others are using the process in an ongoing manner, sending out questionnaires whenever completion of a phase triggers a mailing.  In some states only property owners are surveyed, in others, relocatees are surveyed.  Two states surveyed condemnees after the filing and prior to trial.  Some states, after receiving the completed surveys file them away, with no further action.  Others tabulate the data, write a report and make all information available to the districts.  

Most FHWA Divisions have not completed any reviews of the process and for the most part know very little about it.  Those that have reviewed the completed surveys indicated they were generally favorable.  FHWA Division offices are encouraging states to proceed with using customer surveys.  However, most FHWA Divisions feel the states should be left to themselves to develop and regulate the process.  A hands off approach was the rule in most cases.

None of the states tie the customer surveys into a TQM system.  In no states do the surveys have an impact on an employees performance rating, although some admitted that surveys could indirectly affect an evaluation.  There is no reward system for good performance.  Nor is there a penalty for bad performance.  In most states, if negative questionnaires are returned there is investigative action taken.  None of the states have an employee counseling process that makes the employee aware of the results of the survey.  However, all states indicated that the employee could see the returned questionnaires upon request.  

There was no pattern as to how the surveys were managed, filed or collated.  Some were processed at the central office, others were handled by the districts.  In one case the surveys were mailed and collected by the central office, collated by project, then forwarded to the district responsible for that project.  In another case, the entire customer survey process was completed by the districts with no central office influence over it.  In Wisconsin, three districts were using customer surveys, while the other districts were not. 

CONCLUSIONS
Less than one-fourth of the State Highway Departments use customer surveys for post acquisition follow-up of right-of-way practices.  Customer surveys are severely underutilized by State Highway Departments.  All states utilizing surveys noted that their initial fears of surveys being used for highway department bashing were unfounded.  In addition, most respondents answered in a clear and truthful manner.  States that are currently using customer surveys on a limited basis are looking for ways to expand it into more areas of right-of-way.  States that have begun customer survey processes are surprised at the number of positive responses received, especially considering the involuntary nature of the highway right-of-way acquisition program.

Customer surveys allow right-of-way managers to receive feedback on the customer's perception of the quality of the right-of-way program.  It gives management a better view of what is occurring between the agent and customers.  Management is able to pick up trends and make adjustments if necessary.  This feedback can be shared with managers, auditors, supervisors, and agents to improve program delivery.   When made readily accessible to the agents, surveys are a powerful peer pressure tool, as one agent tries to out do the other for favorable responses.

Customer surveys are a forward thinking, pro-active management tool for monitoring certain aspects of the right-of-way program.  It can be an effective part of an overall right-of-way TQM management system.  However, it should be noted that customer surveys only measure a portion of an agent's overall performance and shouldn't be used as an indicator of the overall quality of a state's right-of-way acquisition program.  Although an agent may get high marks with a property owner or displaced person, this doesn't necessarily mean that the agent is providing the required services and entitlements.  

Customer surveys must be drafted carefully.  Too many questions or overly complex questions can cause respondents to fail to answer, while a survey that is designed with too few or overly general questions will not give the data necessary to reach objective conclusions.

RECOMMENDATIONS
The use of customer surveys should be encouraged and promoted by FHWA.  States that are not aware of the existence of customer survey processes should be made aware of the benefits of such programs.  States that are aware, but choose not to implement customer survey processes should be encouraged to do so.  Customer surveys are a management tool, not an employee rating tool.  Although customer surveys should be integrated into a state's TQM process, surveys should not be used to rate employee performance.

Customer surveys should be used by FHWA to assist in the monitoring of a state's or LPA's right-of-way acquisition program.  By asking the right questions and sampling the appropriate populations, trends can be identified which can assist FHWA Division offices with their right-of-way oversight responsibilities.

