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METHODOLOGY 
 

Polity Research Consulting conducted a random telephone survey among 400 adult residents of 
the City of Cambridge, Massachusetts between September 9th and September 13th, 2020. The 
sample was constructed to represent the adult population of the city—and was comprised of both 
landline (30%) and cell-phone (70%) households. Every household in the city had an equal chance 
of being selected in the sample. The margin of error on the full, 400-member sample is ±4.90% at 
the mid-range of the 95% confidence interval. That is, when conducting 100 such surveys, 95 of 
them will yield results that fall—at worst—4.9 points on either side of a given percentage. When 
looking at smaller segments of the sample, the margins of error will increase.  

 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS 
 

All in all, the results to this survey show that, while evaluations of Cambridge city services and 
city characteristics have suffered during the COVID-19 pandemic, core attributes have either held 
steady or improved. Moreover, the City's handling of the COVID-19 pandemic is widely regarded 
as positive by more than four in five residents. Considering the current health, political and social 
climate, these results suggest that the City is generally continuing to do well during a very difficult 
period. 

Here is a summary of the key findings: 
 
• Affordable housing is still the number one issue facing residents (30%)—and the top issue 
residents want the city to address. COVID-19 and education are also high on the issues list; 

• Overall city performance is up slightly since 2018—with fully two-thirds (66%) giving the city 
either "excellent" (16%) or "good" (50%) ratings. In 2018, 63% gave the city positive ratings on 
this measure; 

• On a range of city characteristics, "excellent" ratings dropped on several since 2018. The biggest 
drops occurred on: economic development (-12), a place to raise a child (-8), a place welcoming 
to all races and cultures (-7) ability to have a positive impact on the community (-7), ability to 
participate in government (-6), environmental planning and policy (-6). "Excellent" ratings 
increased the most since 2018 on: a safe place to live (+7), quality of life (+3), ability to get around 
town by car (+3); 

• The percentage of residents who have ridden a bike more than 26 times has gone up 4 points 
since 2018, while library utilization at that level has dropped 4 points. Those visiting a park more 
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than 26 times has gone up 2 points since 2018. The percentage who say they have "never" attended 
a City Council meeting has dropped 7 points since 2018.  

• Tellingly, the number of people who have visited the City's website more than 26 times has 
tripled—from 5% in 2018 to 15% today. Also, the share of residents who say they have "never" 
visited the website is down 17 points since 2018; 

* Similarly, the primary method of conducting business with the City is now through the website 
(47%—up from 31% in 2018). In-person interactions are down 15 points—going from 32% in 
2018 to just 17% today; 

• On a range of City services, several suffered drops in "excellent" ratings from 2018. The biggest 
drops were: fire department services (-16), schools and education (-15), and police department 
services (-10). The biggest increases in "excellent" ratings were: street cleaning and maintenance 
(+9) and public information (+3); 

• On satisfaction with city government interactions, 24% of residents place themselves on the most 
positive scale position ("5", "totally satisfied"). This is the exact same reading we got in both 2018 
and 2016. Interestingly, the next most satisfied scale position ("4") went up 5 points since 2018; 

• Fully 81% of residents give the City either "excellent" (38%) or "good" (43%) ratings on its 
overall handling the COVID-19 pandemic. On specific services, residents assign the best marks to 
trash collection and recycling (37% "excellent"), public information services (30%), Public Health 
services (27%), online/virtual City services (26%) and (despite the overall ratings given) Public 
Safety services (Police and Fire) (21%); 

• Almost one-third of our respondents (32%) say someone in their household lost employment 
income since the mid-March "lockdown"; 

• Almost three-quarters of our sample (73%) say they follow public health updates and 
recommendations on COVID-19 "a lot". Another 19% follow these "some" of the time; 

• State government (38%) is the most trusted source of information on COVID-19, followed by 
the City of Cambridge at 24%. The Federal government lags far behind both at just 4%. About 
one-quarter (26%) volunteer that they trust the city and state governments equally, while 5% 
distrust all levels of government on this score; 

• Far fewer residents agree with a statement that were unable to conduct business with the city 
during regular business hours. In 2018, 43% agreed with the statement—today that number is just 
32%. 

 

What follows is a question-by-question analysis of the full survey results. 
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MOST IMPORTANT ISSUES FACING CAMBRIDGE 
 

To start this year’s survey, we asked respondents to tell us what they view as the single most 
important issue facing the City of Cambridge—the one that affects them and their families the 
most. As the chart shows, affordable housing tops the list (as it has for the past several surveys), 
followed by issues surrounding the COVID-19 pandemic, education and schools, jobs and the 
economy, and climate change issues. Next on the list are infrastructure and transportations issues 
and race relations. 
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CITY PERFORMANCE AND SATISFACTION RATINGS 

As the chart shows, two-thirds of our sample (66%) now give the city either “excellent” or 
“good” marks on overall performance of city government in Cambridge—up 3 points from the 
2018 reading. This year, 16% assign “excellent” ratings to overall performance—the same score 
we saw in 2018. Moreover, 50% give the city “good” marks—up three points since 2018.  

 

Demographically, the highest “excellent” performance ratings come from: Cambridgeport 
(29%), North Cambridge (21%) and West Cambridge (20%); residents over the age of 56 (21%); 
the highest-income earners (24%); and homeowners (22%). 
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Similarly, as the chart shows, 60% of residents place themselves on scale positions representing 
“satisfaction” with their city government interactions. We also found that 24% of residents place 
themselves on the most positive scale position ("5", "totally satisfied")—the exact same reading 
we got in both 2018 and 2016. The next most satisfied scale position ("4") went up 5 points 
since 2018. 
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CITY ATTRIBUTE RATINGS 

Next, respondents were asked to rate a range of city attributes. Perceptions of the quality of life 
in Cambridge have risen since 2018—going from an “excellent” rating of 39% to 42% today 
“Fair” and “Poor” ratings have gone from a total of 12% down to 9%. Excellent ratings for 
quality of neighborhood have also gone up—although overall positive ratings have remained 
roughly stable from 2018. Fully 92% give “excellent” or “good” ratings to Cambridge as “a 
place to live”—up by one point since 2018. Perceptions of Cambridge as an “excellent” or 
“good” place to retire have gone up 6 points since 2018, while “excellent” ratings for safety in 
the city have gone up a full 7 points. “Excellent” ratings for raising a child in the city have 
dropped from 41% in 2018 to 33% today. 
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RATINGS OF CITY CHARACTERISTICS 
 

Next, respondents were asked to rate a series of city characteristics in Cambridge. As the composite 
chart indicates, ‘ability to get around town on foot’ receives the highest “excellent” rating (44%), 
while ‘access to affordable housing’ get the lowest “excellent rating (1%). While ‘a place 
welcoming to all races and cultures’ finishes second on the lost, it should be noted that this 
measured suffered a 7-point drop in “excellent” ratings from 2018. “Excellent” ratings on ‘a sense 
of community’ also fell—going from 21% in 2018 to 18% today. Troubling drops also occurred 
on ‘economic development’ (“excellent” ratings down 12 points), ‘ability to have positive impact 
on the community’ (“excellent” ratings down 7 points), and ‘ability to participate in government’ 
(“excellent” ratings down 6 points). Clearly, most of these drops were due in part to the impact of 
COVID-19 on the community. 
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FREQUENCY OF ACTIVITIES 
 

Respondents were also asked to tell us how many times they had participated in a range of activities 
around the city. As the chart shows, the percentage of residents who have ridden a bike more than 
26 times stands at 34%—up 4 points since 2018, while library utilization at that level has dropped 
4 points (now at 20%). Those visiting a park more than 26 times is now at 48%— up 2 points since 
2018. The percentage who say they have "never" attended a City Council meeting has dropped 7 
points since 2018—now at 57%. And, the number of people who have visited the City's website 
more than 26 times has tripled—from 5% in 2018 to 15% today. Also, the share of residents who 
say they have "never" visited the website is down 17 points since 2018 (now at just10%). 
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PRIMARY METHOD OF CONDUCTING BUSINESS 
 

Respondents were also asked to tell us, their primary method of conducting business with the City. 
As the chart shows, the city’s website is now the top method used by residents—at 47%, up from 
31% in 2018. In-person interactions are down 15 points—going from 32% in 2018 to just 17% 
today. Again, this is at least partly due to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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RATINGS OF SPECIFIC CITY SERVICES 
 

Respondents were also asked to rate a range of City services on a scale of “excellent” to “poor”. 
Several services suffered drops in "excellent" ratings from 2018. The biggest drops were: fire 
department services (-16), schools and education (-15), and police department services (-10). The 
biggest increases in "excellent" ratings were: street cleaning and maintenance (+9) and public 
information (+3). The chart below shows that ‘library services’ top the list this year with the 
highest percentage of “excellent” ratings (53%), followed by ‘city parks and maintenance’ (37%) 
and (despite the large drop since 2018) fire department services (36%). 
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THE CITY AND THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC 
 

The 2020 Resident Survey contained several new questions dealing with the COVID-19 pandemic. 
First, we discovered that nearly one-third of our sample (32%) report some loss of employment in 
their household since the COVID-19 ‘lockdown’ began in mid-March. 

 

Demographically, reported job loss was highest in: West Cambridge, The Port and Porter Square. 
Reported job loss was twice as high as the norm (64%) among Hispanic residents and also 
significantly higher among African-American residents (45%).  
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As the chart indicates, more than four in five residents (81%) of residents give the city either 
"excellent" (38%) or "good" (43%) ratings on its overall handling the COVID-19 pandemic. Just 
a total of 15% give the city negative marks (12% “fair”, 3% “poor”).  
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On specific service performance during the pandemic, residents assign the best marks to trash 
collection and recycling (37% "excellent"), public information services (30%), Public Health 
services (27%), online/virtual City services (26%) and (despite the overall ratings given) Public 
Safety services (Police and Fire) (21%). 
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As the following chart shows, almost three-quarters of our sample (73%) say they follow public 
health updates and recommendations on COVID-19 "a lot". Another 19% follow these "some" of 
the time. Just a total of 5% follow the updates and recommendations to a lesser degree. 
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The next chart indicates that state government (38%) is the most trusted source of information on 
COVID-19, followed by the City of Cambridge at 24%. The Federal government lags far behind 
both at just 4%. About one-quarter (26%) volunteer that they trust the city and state governments 
equally, while 5% distrust all levels of government on this score. 
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EASE OF CONDUCTING BUSINESS WITH THE CITY 
 

This year, we found that far fewer residents agree with a statement that were “unable to conduct 
business with the city during regular business hours”. In 2018, 43% agreed with the statement—
today that number is just 32%. This is most likely partly due to the expanded availability and use 
of online city resources during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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RECOMMENDED ISSUE FOCUS 
 

As we saw with the “most important problem” question at the top of the survey, ‘affordable 
housing’ is again cited as the top issue that city government should focus on. As the chart shows, 
‘infrastructure’ comes in at a distant second—followed by issues related to the COVID-19 
pandemic, ‘education and schools”, “economy and jobs”, “bike issues” and “climate change”. For 
an issue like infrastructure to appear so near the top of the priorities list is an indication of the real 
emergence of this concern. Specific references to this and all other issues on the list can be found 
in the verbatim file of responses. 
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DATA APPENDIX 
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