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METHODOLOGY 
 
The City of San Diego Storm Water Department asked Goodwin Simon Strategic 
Research (GSSR) to conduct a telephone survey of adult residents living in San 
Diego County, as required under the Municipal Permit Order No. R9-2007-0001.  
The study was done on behalf of the Regional Residential Sources Workgroup, a 
coalition of cities, the County, and other co-permittees that are charged with 
preventing and reducing storm water pollution in San Diego County.   
 
The 2011 survey was preceded by a similar survey conducted by GSSR in 2009.  The 
current survey, and the previous survey, were mandated by the Regional 
Residential Education Plan, submitted by San Diego storm water co-permittees in 
March of 2008 to the San Diego Regional Water Quality Control Board.  This plan 
requires the use of survey research to assess the effectiveness of the co-permitteesõ 
storm water pollution education efforts.   
 
The purpose of the survey is to assess the coalitionõs progress in meeting goals laid 
out in the co-permittees' 2008 Regional Residential Education Plan by: 
 

 Measuring changes (from 2009 to 2011) in reported levels of potentially 
polluting practices, such as poorly aimed sprinklers, use of pesticides and 
fertilizers and hosing down of sidewalks and driveways. 

 Measuring changes in reported behaviors that reduce pollution, including 
picking up litter and dog waste, sweeping of sidewalks and driveways, 
and adjusting sprinklers.   

 To assess changes in the impact of co-permittee outreach efforts on 
awareness of the causes of storm water pollution and knowledge that the 
storm drain and sewage systems are separate. 

 To assess changes in awareness of co-permittee outreach efforts to reduce 
pollution-causing behaviors. 

 To assess changes in awareness of the impact of storm water pollution on 
the quality of life of residents of San Diego County. 

 
The survey also tested barriers to picking up litter, changes in reported visitation of 
websites and use of hotlines to prevent storm water pollution, and ways to 
encourage residents to report pollution that they have observed.    
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This study was conducted between May 12 and May 18, 2011.  GSSR conducted 801 
telephone interviews with adult residents randomly identified from across San 
Diego County using a random-digit-dial methodology, in which a random list of all 
active residential telephone numbers served as the sample.  Of these interviews, 38% 
were completed with residents with wireless telephone numbers, and 5% were 
completed in Spanish. 
 
The margin of error for countywide results is plus or minus 3.4% at a 95% 
confidence level.  That is, if this survey were to be repeated exactly as it was 
originally conducted, then 95 out of 100 times the responses from the sample 
(expressed as proportions) would be within 3.4% of the actual population 
proportions.   
 
Results were weighted slightly to match U.S. Census data.   We also weighted 
responses to avoid double counting households that have both land lines and 
wireless phones. 
 
Where appropriate, we compare results from this countywide survey with those 
from the survey we conducted in the city of San Diego in March of 2011.  City 
residents comprise 37% of all respondents in this countywide survey.   Because 
results for city residents only yield a margin of error of plus or minus 5.6% at a 95% 
confidence level.  As a result, differences between results from the citywide survey, 
and identical questions asked of city residents in this regional survey, may be 
caused by chance, as well as by variations in question order. 
 
This report presents results broken out by subgroups of adult residents (e.g., by men 
versus women or by watershed) only if the differences are both statistically 
significant using standard significance testing, and are of relevance. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Introduction 
 
Think Blue San Diego, a program of the San Diego Storm Water Pollution 
Prevention Division, asked Goodwin Simon Strategic Research (GSSR) to conduct a 
telephone survey of adult residents living in San Diego County.  The study was 
conducted on behalf of the Regional Residential Sources Workgroup, a coalition of 
cities, the County, and other co-permittees that are charged with preventing and 
reducing storm water pollution in San Diego County. 
 
This study was conducted between May 12 and May 18, 2011.  GSSR conducted 801 
telephone interviews with adult residents countywide using a random-digit-dial 
methodology, in which a random list of all active residential and cellular telephone 
numbers served as the sample.  Of these interviews, 38% were completed with 
residents with wireless telephone numbers, and 5% were completed in Spanish.   
 
The margin of error for countywide results is plus or minus 3.4% at a 95% 
confidence level.  That is, if this survey were to be repeated exactly as it was 
originally conducted, then 95 out of 100 times the responses from the sample 
(expressed as proportions) would be within 3.4% of the actual population 
proportions.   
 
Where appropriate, we compare results from this countywide survey with those 
from the baseline survey we completed in 2009, which includes many similar 
questions, and to a survey we conducted in the City of San Diego in March of 2011 
which assesses knowledge and attitudes on similar issues among San Diego city 
residents. 
 
Regional Residential Education Plan Assessment Measures 
 
The Regional Residential Education Plan, submitted by San Diego storm water co-
permittees in March of 2008 to the San Diego Regional Water Quality Control Board, 
requires the use of survey research to assess the effectiveness of the co-permitteesõ 
storm water pollution education efforts.  The Plan specifies a baseline survey, 
followed by one or more tracking surveys, to assess whether the education efforts 
have achieved the stated goals of 1) a 10% change in knowledge that storm drains 
are separate from the sewer system and are connected to local waterways, and 2) a 
15% increase in the proportion of participants who can identify residential sources 
of storm water pollution.  It also specifies that òattitudes towards storm water 
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pollution should also improve,ó and that there will be òan increase in the numbers 
of household or individuals engaging in the desired behavior outcomes as a result of 
their increased knowledge and awareness.ó 
 
Key Findings Related to Specified Assessment Measures 
 
In this initial section of the Executive Summary of the report, we provide relevant 
comparisons to assess whether these goals have been met: 
 
1. Know the difference between storm water conveyance systems and sanitary 

sewer systems, and the connection of storm drains to local waterways:   
 

o In 2009, 37% knew that water in storm drains is released into local 
waterways or the ocean without treatment.  That figure rose to 43% in 
2011.  That represents a 16 percent increase in awareness, thus meeting the 
goals for this metric. 

 
2. Identify common residential sources of storm water pollution:  In both the 

2009 and 2011 surveys, respondents were asked to identify òone or two major 
sources of pollution in storm drains.ó  There were sizable increases in the 
proportion naming several common sources: 

 
o The proportion naming litter and trash rose from 41% in 2009 to 48% in 

2011, an increase of 17%.   
 

o The proportion naming fertilizers and pesticides rose from 15% in 2009 to 
26% in 2011, an increase of 73%. 
 

o The proportion naming animal waste rose from 8% in 2009 to 12% in 2011, 
an increase of 50%. 
 

o The proportion naming automobile fluids and oil rose from 34% in 2009 to 
38% in 2011, an increase of 12%. 

 
Thus the program met the goals for this metric for several residential sources 
of pollution.   

 
3. Improve òattitudes towards storm water pollution.ó  There was no metric 

given for this criterion.  As shown below, there was only one significant 
òimprovementó in responses to any of the questions relevant to this item. 
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o There was a small but slightly significant decline in the proportion who 
said that the pollution of òbeaches, oceans, lakes, and creeksó affects them 
and their families.  In the 2009 survey, 57% offered a rating of 8, 9, or 10 in 
response to this question, where 1 meant they were not affected at all, and 
10 meant it affected them a great deal.  In 2011, that proportion was 51%. 
 

o However, there was a slight increase (significant at a 90% confidence 
level) in the proportion of residents who say they avoided going into the 
water at a San Diego County beach because of concern about pollution, 
from 29% in 2009 to 33% in 2011. 
 

o In 2009, 37% said they made a change in their behavior that was òa direct 
result of seeing or hearing any information about what polluted water in 
storm drains does to local waterways, the beaches, and the ocean.ó  In 
2011, that figure declined to 27%, a ten point decline.  However, the 
proportion who said they did NOT make changes in their behavior was 
nearly unchanged (from 57% to 58%), with a more than doubling in the 
proportion who could not recall.  So it is not clear whether such behavior 
changes did or did not decline significantly.  
 

o In 2009, 19% either could not name òone thingó they could do òto help 
prevent storm water pollution, or said they were already doing as much 
as they can.  In 2011, that proportion was 18%, so there was no significant 
change.   There was a sizable increase in the proportion who named 
picking up trash and litter as the one thing they can do compared to the 
2009 survey. 

 
4. Demonstrate desired behavior outcomes.   Compared to 2009 we found a 

reduction in use of fertilizers, and in reported observation of dog waste.  We 
also found a very encouraging report that very few people are sweeping 
debris from their driveway into the streets. 

 
o Reduce over-irrigation:  12% of those living in a home with automatic 

sprinklers said a noticeable amount of water ends up in the street.  69% of 
those with automatic sprinklers said they adjusted the sprinklers to 
reduce water use in the previous year.  These figures are similar to those 
recorded in 2009, with only a small decrease in the proportion reporting 
adjusting sprinklers (down slightly from 76% in 2009), which may reflect 
the wet winter we had in 2011. 
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o Reduce use of fertilizers:  43% of those with yards or gardens said they 
used fertilizers in the previous year, down from a 49% response in 2009. 
This difference is statistically significant at a 90% confidence level.    

 
o Reduce use of pesticides or garden chemicals:  28% of those with yards or 

gardens said they used pesticides or garden chemicals in 2009, compared 
to 30% in 2011.  That difference is not significant.   

 
o Clean driveways and walkways by sweeping rather than hosing:   79% of 

those with driveways for their home said they sweep it, but 26% said they 
hose it down and 39% said they blow materials off it.  These proportions 
are very close to those recorded in 2009 for the same behaviors.  Of those 
who clean their driveways by sweeping them, 62% swept the materials 
into a trash container, and another 22% swept them into a green waste 
container.  Only 4% swept driveway materials into the street.  (This 
question was not asked in the 2009 survey). 

 
o Put litter in trash cans:  only 10% said they saw litter frequently (a 9 or 10 

rating) on their block.  About one in four (27%) said they always or nearly 
always (a 9 or 10 rating) pick up litter on their block and dispose of it in a 
trash container.  These findings are similar to those reported in the 2009 
survey.  
 

o In 2011, we asked all residents how often they saw dog waste on the block 
where they live.  Only 9% reported seeing dog waste frequently (a 9 or 10 
rating) on the block where they lived that was not picked up.  This is a 
decrease from the 15% reporting seeing this type of waste frequently in 
2009.  This difference may be due to the effect of previous questions in the 
2009 survey on dog waste, but may also reflect the focus that co-
permittees put on this issue in their outreach efforts over the past two 
years. 

 
Other Key Findings (In Addition to Topics Specified in Education Plan) 
 

 There was no significant change in awareness of the Think Blue San Diego 
slogan, at 48% who say they have seen or heard this slogan.   Among those 
who say they are familiar with the slogan, the proportion who said that it was 
asking people to conserve water declined by ten points to 16% (which may 
reflect the relatively heavy rainfall of the last winter). 
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 Residents who are aware that storm water is not treated were more familiar 
with the Think Blue slogan compared to those who incorrectly believe it that 
storm water is treated, a finding that illustrates the positive impact that the 
program may be having on residents. 

 

 The most commonly cited reason by respondents for not always picking up 
litter on their block is that òpeople should clean up their own mess and it is 
not your job to pick up after them.ó  Fully 68% said that this reason applies to 
them.  Just under half --  47% -- said that they òdo not feel comfortable 
picking up dirty trash and litteró and about the same proportion say they 
never see litter on their block.   

 

 About one in four (26%) say they heard or saw something in the past year 
about steps that local government agencies have taken to prevent pollution of 
water in storm drains.   This is down from the 35% response found in the 2009 
survey, suggesting a reduction in total outreach volume or effectiveness, or 
the messages that County residents were seeing from co-permittees were not 
interpreted to be about storm water pollution. 

 

 There was no significant change in the proportion who say they have visited 
a website to get information about ways to reduce storm water pollution, 
from 8% in 2009 to 6% in 2011.   

 

 Similarly, there was no significant change in the proportion who have heard 
of a telephone hotline related to storm water pollution (18% in 2009 and 19% 
in 2011).  The proportion of those familiar with the hotline who say they 
called it is unchanged from 2009 at 11% (or about 2% of all respondents). 

 

 The most convenient way to report polluting behavior for respondents was 
calling the hotline, at 50%.  About 10% said each of the following was most 
convenient for them:  sending an email, sending a text message, and entering 
a report on a website. 

 
Conclusions 
 

 The survey results show that the co-permitteesõ regional storm water 
pollution prevention education effort has been successful in meeting many of 
the key assessment criteria as set out in its 2008 Education Plan.  For example,   
County residents are now more likely to know that water in storm drains is 
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not treated, and they are more likely to be aware of residential sources of 
storm drain pollution. 

 

 We have also observed some decreases in reported polluting behavior.  For 
example, there may have been a reduction in dog waste being left on the 
street, as well as a reported decrease in the use of fertilizers.  We also found 
that very few County residents report sweeping debris into the street from 
their driveways or sidewalks.  These changes may be the result of outreach 
efforts initiated by co-permittees. 

 

 A key potential driver of behavior revealed by this survey (as well as the 2009 
survey) is the strong sense among many County adults that pollution of local 
waterways has an effect on themselves or their families.  This is manifested in 
the relatively high proportions of residents who say they avoided going in the 
water at a County beach, lake, or river in the past year. 

 

 Another important finding from the survey is that those aware of the Think 
Blue slogan, and/or aware of other government efforts to prevent storm 
drain pollution, tend to be much more aware of how the storm drain system 
works, and are more concerned about pollution and committed to behavior 
change.  These programs are working, at least for those aware of them. 

 

 The decline in reported awareness of steps being taken by local government 
to address storm water pollution, and the decline in reported behavior 
change to reduce such pollution suggests that either countywide efforts have 
become less common or less effective, or are being misinterpreted by some 
residents as addressing other concerns (such as anti-littering messages being 
seen as addressing quality of life issues rather than storm drain pollution). 
 

Recommendations  
 

 The survey demonstrated evident connections between higher awareness of 
the impacts of storm water pollution and willingness to take action to prevent 
such pollution.  This suggests the value of motivating behavior change by 
reminding residents about how pollution affects their family, and by offering 
suggestions of actions that families can take to prevent pollution.  Co-
permittees can educate residents that everyday changes which take little 
individual time or expense can add up to big positive changes in the 
environment. 
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 Residents that reported seeing litter most often were also one of the top 
groups that felt most impacted by pollution.  As a result, showing graphic, 
visual depictions of litter in the water may prove an especially effective way 
to motivate people to react to pollution.   

 

 We also found that awareness of the impact of pollution and concern about 
entering polluted waters seems positively correlated with knowledge about 
the storm drain system.  This again suggests the potential of starting with the 
impact of pollution, and then making a connection to where the pollution 
comes from. 
 

 A concern raised by the findings is the decline in the proportion who report 
actually making a change in their behavior to reduce pollution.  So while 
awareness that storm drain water is not treated has increased, as has 
awareness of potential sources of pollution, reported personal action to 
address the problem has declined. This suggests moving residents from 
contemplation to action ð offering encouragement to take small, easy, but 
meaningful steps to reduce pollution. 

 

 We did find that demographic groups less likely to know that storm water is 
not treated included seniors, Black and Asian residents, apartment dwellers, 
and residents without college degrees.   This suggests the value of targeting 
these groups in future outreach efforts to close this knowledge gap.   

 

 The polluting potential of litter and trash; fertilizers and pesticides; and 
motor oil readily sprang to respondentsõ minds as major sources of storm 
drain pollution, but that was not the case with such items as yard clippings or 
runoff.  As recommended in the past, more outreach may be needed to raise 
resident awareness of the seriousness of all of these types of pollutants. 

 

 Given the high proportion of residents who hire gardeners, and the lack of 
progress on reducing pesticide use, direct outreach to gardeners would be a 
fruitful approach as well. 

 

 Given that higher levels of watering system adjustment were found among 
college graduates, white homeowners, those who enlist at least some 
gardening services, and fertilizer users, it seems reasonable to start with these 
residents as a target to expand sprinkler adjustments.  In addition, the value 
of talking directly to gardeners to encourage sustainable practices in County 
gardens is also suggested. 
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 The consistently higher use of fertilizers and pesticides in both 2009 and 2011 
by seniors and those employing gardeners suggests potential messaging 
opportunities to encourage these groups to use alternatives to garden 
chemicals.  As older residents are likely long-term garden chemical users, 
communications should target them as a group and detail recent research on 
the negative impacts of these compounds on water pollution, information 
that was not likely available or widespread during the younger adult lives. 
 

 Further, appeals for alternatives to garden chemical use should be targeted 
directly to residential and commercial gardeners and designed and sent in 
both English and Spanish.  
 

 Anti-littering messages should stress the responsibility we all have to clean 
up litter, rather than waiting for others to clean up after themselves.  In other 
words, we are all in this together and must all step up and do the right thing. 

 

 We continue to see confusion in which some residents think that Think Blue 
is focused on water conservation rather than storm drain pollution.  
However, this may be seen as an opportunity for targeting messages toward 
emphasizing multiple rewards for the same behavior.  This strategy could 
provide even greater positive reinforcement for changes. For example, 
residents who knew that such actions as sweeping their driveway or taking 
their car to a carwash accomplished two important water-related goals of 
conservation and keeping pollutants out of storms drains (thus protecting 
beaches and waterways) may be even more likely to take such actions. 

 

 A relatively high proportion of seniors could not name an action they could 
take to reduce storm water pollution.  This suggests that programs targeted at 
elderly residents, for whom environmentalism was less prevalent in the 
earlier stages of their lives, should be considered.  This group was also less 
likely to know that storm water is not treated. 

 

 Messages and information aimed at encouraging the public to call a hotline to 
report polluting activities should also raise awareness of which activities are 
pollutant-generating.   Such messages might also emphasize the 
confidentiality of such reporting in order to assuage concern over possible 
anger or retaliation from neighbors, concerns mentioned in the 2009 survey 
(not tested this year).  Highlighting the anonymity of reporting through a 
website form or a text or email message could help reduce concerns, and 
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increase use of those methods as well.  This might be especially fruitful when 
paired with opt-in awareness campaigns or informational alerts that residents 
receive via electronic media and mobile devices. 

 

 While the telephone hotline remains the most convenient way to report 
polluting behavior for most residents, about one in ten say they would prefer 
to use a website for this purpose.  This suggests an increasing opportunity to 
use the website or social media channels to engage and inform residents 
about pollutants and anti-pollution efforts and to get their cooperation and 
participation in the effort to clean up our beaches and waterways. 

 

 We also recommend considering the use of social networking sights such as 
Twitter, Facebook and others to disseminate information and updates, 
provide a forum for questions and answers, and to provide an alternative 
method of outreach to young people, families, and earned media.   

 

 In addition, an opt-in program for text messaging alerts might be helpful.  
Further, the websites providing information and encouraging pollution 
reducing behaviors should be optimized for viewing and access by mobile 
devices since an ever-growing number of people access online information 
via a mobile phone or tablet. 
 

 Finally, a new potential for outreach and advocacy may include a partnership 
with community businesses that emphasize environmentalism and pollution 
control via opt-in consumer programs (such as Groupon, Living Social and 
Daily Deals) for services like car washes, auto repair, and dry cleaning. 

 
We now share more a more detailed summary of the studyõs findings. 
 
Residents Personally Impacted by Water Pollution  
 
We found that many San Diego County residents are concerned about the personal 
impact of storm water pollution on themselves and their families. We also found a 
significant relationship between that concern, and behaviors and attitudes that could 
lead to reductions in pollutant-generating activities.   
 
In particular, we found that 51% felt that they were greatly affected (a rating of 8, 9, 
or 10) on a 1 to 10 point scale (from no effect to affected a great deal) by pollution of 
òour beaches, oceans, lakes, and creeks.ó The average score for this measure was 6.6. 
This is a slight decrease from the levels recorded on this item in 2009 (56% affected 
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greatly with a mean of 7.2 on the 10 point scale).  Among those most likely to say 
that pollution at least somewhat affected them and their family (scores of six or 
higher) were women, residents under the age of 65, and Spanish-speaking Latinos.   
 
Indeed, the survey shows that concern about water pollution was enough, for a third 
of County residents, to keep them from entering the water at a San Diego County 
beach in the last year.  Another 20% said they avoided a lake or river in the County 
in the last year out of worry over pollution of the water.  We found that residents 
who rated the effect of pollution on their families higher than average were more 
than twice as likely to avoid ocean waters and thirteen points more likely to avoid 
lakes and rivers compared to those who perceived less personal impact from 
pollution.  This avoidance of the ocean and lakes and rivers by those rating pollution 
impacts highly is similar to what was found in 2009. 
 
As noted in 2009, women in San Diego County were significantly more concerned 
than men about the impact of storm drain pollution on themselves and their 
families, and younger women were the most likely of all groups to avoid swimming 
in County waters out of concern about pollution.  
 
It may be that outreach efforts acknowledging the personal impact that storm drain 
pollution has on families could help move individuals and families toward making 
specific everyday changes in their behavior.  We see that those who have more 
information tend to report greater change in their behavior, thus messages that 
reinforce how change will benefit individuals and families by enhancing the 
usability and cleanliness of oceans, lakes and beaches are likely to be most effective 
as part of outreach and educational efforts.     
 
In other words, co-permittees can educate residents that everyday changes which 
take little individual time or expense can add up to big positive changes in the 
environment.   
 
Awareness of Living in a Watershed Rises, but Still at Low Levels 
 
Awareness of the term òwatershedó rose from 9% in 2009 to 15% in 2011.  County 
residents living outside the city of San Diego were more likely to know they live in a 
watershed (18%) than were those respondents living in the city (10%).   
 
Those with lower educational levels, and younger residents continue to be the least 
likely to know they live in a watershed, a pattern that has persisted since the 2009 
study. 
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Most Residents Know Street Water Flows into Storm Drain; Significant Rise in 
Proportion Who Know Storm Water is Not Treated 
 
Most County adults (85%) had heard of the term òstorm drainó and two-thirds 
(66%) said they knew that street water flows into storm drains.  These figures are 
nearly identical to those found in the 2009 survey. 
 
More significantly, we found that 43% of County adults were aware that storm 
water is released into local waterways or the ocean without being treated.  Just 12%  
said they thought storm water is treated, and 45% werenõt sure or had no answer.   
These results demonstrate a statistically significant increase in the proportion of 
residents who understand that storm water is not treated ð up from 37% in 2009 to 
this year's 43%.  In addition, the proportion of residents who were not sure or had 
no answer fell from 54% in 2009 to this year's current figure of 45%. 
 
Residents who had heard of the Think Blue program and those who heard of steps 
taken by local governments to prevent runoff water pollution were more likely to be 
familiar with the term óstorm drainsó than those who had not, and also more likely 
to know that street water runs into the storm drains.   
 
More importantly, people familiar with Think Blue were also more likely to know 
that storm water is untreated.  That is, the proportion who are aware that storm 
drain and sewage systems are not connected nears half among those who had heard 
of Think Blue San Diego (49%), compared to 38% of those not familiar with Think 
Blue.  This pattern of results is nearly identical to that recorded in 2009. 
 
Less likely to know that storm water is not treated were:  seniors, Black and Asian 
residents, apartment dwellers, and residents without college degrees.   
 
Comparing the group-based differences in knowledge to those reported in 2009, we 
find fewer differences across demographic subsets than were present in the 2009 
findings.  Further, in 2009, women, Latinos and non-whites were less likely to know 
that storm water is untreated.  We did not find evidence of this gender gap in 
knowledge or a differential understanding between Latinos and non-Latinos in the 
2011 survey.  This positive finding suggests a gradual increase in the awareness of 
both women and Latinos about the path and treatment of storm water. 
 
Based on the findings from this year's study and similar to recommendations from 
2009, multi-language educational messages acknowledging the personal impact of 
living with polluted storm water and emphasizing the ease and importance of 
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making small changes that take little time are likely to find a receptive audience and 
could continue to be most effective.   
 
Further, with the explosion of social networking sites and the ubiquitous use of 
mobile and smart phones, especially among younger residents, the program may 
want to consider the possibility of using social networking sites such as Facebook 
and Twitter to expand its messages among young people and families.  In addition, 
an opt-in program for text messaging alerts might be helpful.  Finally, the websites 
providing information and encouraging pollution reducing behaviors should be 
optimized for viewing and access by mobile devices since an ever-growing number 
of people access online information via a mobile phone or tablet. 
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Decline in Proportion Who Are Aware of Steps Taken by Local Government to 
Reduce Storm Drain Pollution 
 
In the 2009 survey, 35% said they were aware of steps taken by local government 
agencies in the area to prevent pollution of water in storm drains.  In the 2011 
survey, that figure fell to 27%.   
 
Decline in Proportion Who Say They Changed Their Behavior to Reduce 
Pollution 
 
Overall, slightly more than one in four residents (27%) said they changed their 
behavior as a direct result of obtaining more information about the impact of 
polluted storm water on beaches, rivers and the ocean.  This represents a decline 
from the proportion saying this in 2009 (37%).   
 
However, the proportion who said they did NOT change their behavior was nearly 
unchanged.  Instead, there was a sizable proportion of respondents who did not 
recall if they had or had not changed their behavior.   
 
Those who had heard of Think Blue San Diego were more likely to have changed 
their behavior than those who had not, and residents who were aware of local 
governmentõs efforts to combat pollution were more than two times as likely to have 
made a positive change.  One-third of residents who know that storm water flows 
untreated into waterways and the ocean said they made a change as well.  
Generally, these findings mirror those from 2009. 
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Awareness of Local Government Efforts to Reduce Storm Water Pollution Seems 
Correlated with Higher Levels of Concern About the Issue, and Positive Action to 
Reduce Pollution  
 
While both awareness of local government steps to reduce pollution and the 
proportion who say they personally have taken steps to reduce pollution have 
declined slightly since 2009, the 2011 survey continued to show a strong connection 
between such awareness and the positive attitudes and behaviors that the co-
permittees are seeking to foster.  That is, awareness of anti-pollution programs such 
as Think Blue San Diego, and knowledge of the work that local governments are 
doing to prevent pollution in storm drains, positively correlates with awareness of 
storm water pollution issues, concern about the impact of that pollution, and the 
likelihood of taking positive action to prevent pollution.  These findings are 
consistent with those found in the 2009 county survey and in the series of surveys 
conducted within the City of San Diego for Think Blue. 
 
For example, among the 48% of county residents who have heard of the Think Blue 
slogan, we observed significantly higher levels of concern about and awareness of 
storm water pollution.  We have already noted that those who are aware of anti-
pollution programs have a greater awareness of storm drain basics, including the 
knowledge that storm water is not treated.  They were also more likely to notice 
litter and waste in the street, to be able to name storm water pollutants, and to 
suggest one thing they could to help reduce storm water pollution.  In general, these 
findings are similar to those reported in 2009.  Residents who had heard of Think 
Blue and/or other government anti-pollution programs were less likely to say they 
donõt know what to do to reduce storm water pollution. 
 
We also observed higher levels of positive action among residents who had heard of 
Think Blue or other anti-pollution programs:  They were not only more likely to 
notice litter, they were also more likely to collect it when they saw it and put it in the 
trash.  Residents who had heard of the program were also more likely to have made 
a change to reduce their polluting habits as a direct result of obtaining more 
information about storm drain pollution last year.  Those who had heard of the 
programs were more likely to have visited the Think Blue website, and to have 
heard of the hotline, as well as to say they would make a report on the Think Blue 
website to report polluting activities.  In general, these findings are quite similar to 
those from 2009.  However, the potential use of the Think Blue website as a 
reporting portal for those familiar with the program suggests an increasing 
opportunity to use the website or social media channels to engage and inform 
residents about pollutants and anti-pollution efforts. 
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Most Can Name One or Two Sources of Storm Water Pollution 
 
Most San Diego County residents, and particularly those who are more concerned 
about the personal impact of water pollution, and those who had heard of anti-
pollution programs such as Think Blue San Diego, were able to name one or two 
sources of pollution of storm drains.    
 
Overall, litter, trash, and plastic were named by nearly half of residents (48%) as a 
source of pollution, followed by motor oil and other auto fluids (38%), fertilizers and 
pesticides (26%), and animal waste (12%).  Other sources of pollution were named in 
smaller proportions: soaps and cleaners, runoff, yard waste, cigarette butts, rain, 
construction and industrial sources, and sewage.  The list of pollutants and their 
associated proportions is fairly similar to that reported in 2009 with an increase in 
the litter, trash, and plastic category and a rise in the percentage attributed to 
fertilizers and pesticides. 
 
Clearly the polluting potential of litter, trash, and plastic; fertilizers and pesticides; 
and motor oil readily sprang to respondentsõ minds, but that was not the case with 
such items as yard clippings or runoff.  As recommended in the past, more outreach 
may be needed to raise resident awareness of the seriousness of all of these types of 
pollutants. 
 
Least likely to be able to name any source of water pollution were people who had 
never heard the term òstorm drain,ó residents who had not heard of the Think Blue 
San Diego slogan, those who didnõt graduate from college, and people who are 65 or 
older.  This pattern is similar to that from 2009, although the difference noted by 
gender in 2009 (women were less likely to be able to name a source of pollution) is 
not present in 2011.  Again, we see an area in which educational outreach is likely to 
make an appreciable difference, through educating the public about common 
neighborhood water pollutants. 
 
Litter and Dog Waste Left in Neighborhood Streets 
 
On average, San Diego County residents reported a fairly low rate of litter and dog 
waste sightings in their neighborhoods.   On a 1 to 10 point scale of frequency (from 
òneveró to òvery frequentlyó) of litter or dog waste sightings, on average residents 
rated the frequency of seeing dog waste at 3.1 and litter at 3.4.  These levels are 
similar to those registered in 2009, albeit with a slight decrease in those reporting 
seeing dog waste in 2011.  However, in the 2009 survey, respondents answered 
several questions about dog waste that did not appear in the 2011 survey, so the 
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decrease may be simply a function of fewer questions in this year's study on this 
topic.    
 
In general, reports of seeing dog waste or litter were fairly consistent across 
demographic groups, with the exception of renters and residents under 50 ð both 
groups were more likely to say they see these types of pollutants regularly than 
homeowners and older residents respectively.  This is a slight departure from 2009, 
when there were a few more differences in the reported sightings across some 
demographic groups.  However, even in the past study, these differences were fairly 
small. 
  
However, some higher frequencies of litter and dog waste sightings seem more 
associated with awareness of pollutants than with location or socioeconomic status. 
Residents who have heard of storm drains and know that water flows from them 
untreated were more likely, on average, to see both types of storm drain pollutants.  
Residents who felt personally affected by pollution, and those who avoided oceans 
and lakes because of pollution, also tended to more frequently notice litter and dog 
waste in the street.  In general, these findings echo those of 2009 with attitudinal 
factors exhibiting a stronger relationship to sightings of waste than demographic or 
geographic segments. 
 
Lower average frequencies of litter and dog waste sightings were found among 
homeowners and residents over the age of 50. 
 
More Than Half Pick Up Litter When They See It 
 
We asked those residents who said that they see trash on the street at least 
occasionally to rate how often they pick it up and throw it away. They could give an 
answer on a 1 to 10 point frequency scale from òneveró to òalways.ó   About one in 
four (24%) responded with a 10, and 39% responded with an 8, 9, or 10.  However, 
30% responded with a 1, 2, or 3, suggesting that a sizable proportion of residents do 
not routinely pick up litter on their own block. 
 
Residents least likely to pick up trash were those under the age of 50, renters, those 
who did not graduate from college, residents who feel less personally affected by 
pollution, and those who havenõt heard of anti-pollution programs. 
 
Residents were asked about which reasons commonly cited for not always picking 
up trash or litter on their streets applied to them.  More than two-thirds of residents 
(68%) said people should clean up their own mess, the top reason for not picking up 
litter.  This was followed by the responses that people don't feel comfortable picking 
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up dirty litter and trash and that they don't often see it on their block, responses 
mentioned by nearly half of all residents.  Fewer people said that the city or 
someone else usually picks up litter and that they have nowhere to put it.  In 
general, these findings suggest a strong personal responsibility orientation in 
residents' reasons for not picking up litter on their own blocks.   
 
In general, there were few demographic or attitudinal differences in response to the 
reasons for not picking up litter.  However, Latinos and non-whites were more likely 
than other groups to say that people should clean up their own messes.  Overall, 
these findings suggest a messaging strategy that emphasizes litter pickup as 
everyone's responsibility.  Cultural sensitivities to this type of messaging should be 
noted and analyzed when campaigns encouraging broad litter clean-up are created. 
 
These findings continue to indicate a need for education aimed at increasing 
resident awareness of the many possible sources of pollution right in their own 
neighborhoods, as well as efforts to show how easily these problems may be 
mitigated through small everyday actions each resident can take such as picking up 
litter on their own streets. 
 
Most with Automatic Sprinkler Systems Adjusted Them in Last Year  
 
Thirty-nine percent of San Diego County residents in the survey (and 64% of those 
who have a yard or garden) reported living in a home that has an automatic 
sprinkler system.  These numbers are similar to what was reported in the 2009 
survey. 
 
As installing an automatic sprinkler system is positively related to higher 
socioeconomic status, there were higher proportions of older residents, college 
graduates, whites, homeowners, and those who employ gardeners in this group.  
 
We found that maintenance had been performed on a majority of these automatic 
sprinkler systems last year: more than two-thirds (69%) of those with a system 
reported adjusting their sprinklers to reduce the amount of water.  This is down 
from 76% in the 2009 survey. 
 
In a separate question, only 12% said that they had noticed water being lost in the 
street when the sprinklers are in use, nearly identical to what was found in 2009. 
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Many (43%) with Lawns Use Fertilizer, 30% Use Pesticides and Weed Killers  
 
Among San Diego County residents who live in homes with a yard or garden, about 
4 in 10 (43%) said that fertilizer was used on their yard (compared to a higher 49% in 
2009).   Fewer (30%) reported the use of pesticides, weed killers, or other garden 
chemicals.   That figure in 2009 was 28%. 
 
We found that 27% of San Diego County residents in the survey (16% of all adult 
residents) who have a yard employ a gardener for at least part of their yard work. 
Residents with gardeners were more likely to have an automatic watering system, 
and also more likely to use fertilizers and garden chemicals.   This suggests there 
could be value in communicating directly with gardeners.  This pattern of results is 
consistent with that reported in 2009. 
 
Nearly One Out Of Four Driveway Owners Wash Them Down 
 
The survey shows that 63% of San Diego County adults live in a home that has a 
dedicated driveway or parking area (including 92% of adults who do not live in an 
apartment).  About one in four (26%) of those residents used a hose to wash that 
driveway or parking area last year.  Seventy-nine percent swept their driveway or 
parking area to clean it in the last year, and 39% reported the use of a blower. 
 
In general, hose use was fairly consistent across demographic and attitudinal groups 
with very few minor statistical differences in this behavior noted.    
 
A follow-up question found that only 4% of those who say they sweep their 
driveways then sweep the materials into the street.  The rest say they put the 
materials in a trash can (62%), in a green waste bin (22%), or onto the lawn (11%). 
 
Just Under Half Have Heard of Think Blue 
 
At the very beginning of the survey, we asked if residents encountered the òThink 
Blue San Diegoó slogan in the past year, and 48% did remember hearing or seeing it.  
Recognition of the Think Blue San Diego program in 2011 is similar to that reported 
in 2009 when 45% of residents recalled hearing of the program at the outset of the 
survey.   
 
There was no significant difference between how likely San Diego city dwellers and 
other county residents were to have heard of Think Blue when initially asked.  The 
roughly half of city residents who had heard the slogan in this survey (48%) is 
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similar to the 53% who had heard of the slogan in the city resident survey conducted 
earlier this year.  
 
Just as weõve seen that familiarity with the Think Blue slogan was correlated with 
knowledge about storm water, we found the reverse to be true as well.   Fifty-four 
percent of those who know storm water is treated had heard the slogan.  Also, 
nearly two-thirds (64%) who had heard of local government anti-pollution programs 
remembered hearing the slogan, and eight out of 10 residents (78%) who had heard 
of the storm water pollution hotline knew "Think Blue" as well.  These findings are 
generally consistent with those reported in 2009, although the awareness of the 
"Think Blue" slogan among those with knowledge about storm water runoff and 
anti-pollution programs appears to have risen. 
 
Those who had heard the Think Blue slogan were more likely to say they saw litter 
on their streets, were more concerned about the impacts of pollution, changed their 
behavior after receiving anti-pollution information, and had heard about steps to 
reduce pollution.  In addition, residents who had visited a San Diego County beach, 
lake, or river were also more likely to have heard of the slogan than were those who 
did not visit these water areas. 
 
Demographic segments that were more likely to have heard of Think Blue included: 
whites, college-educated residents, and homeowners.  Men who are 50 or older had 
heard of it more often than women of that age group.  The groups least familiar with 
the "Think Blue" slogan include: non-whites ð Asians and non-white men over 50 in 
particular -- those who believe storm water is treated, residents over the age of 65, 
and those without a college degree.  
 
In a follow-up question, we found that 16% said that the Think Blue San Diego 
slogan referred to water conservation rather than preventing pollution of the ocean 
or storm drains.  
 
This pattern of misidentification among residents between the related issues of 
water conservation and storm water pollution is likely an unintended consequence 
of the Think Blue San Diego program and is a pattern witnessed in 2009 as well.  
However, it may be seen as an opportunity for targeting messages toward 
emphasizing multiple rewards for the same behavior.  This strategy could provide 
even greater positive reinforcement for changes. For example, residents who knew 
that such actions as sweeping their driveway or taking their car to a carwash 
accomplished two important water-related goals of conservation and keeping 
pollutants out of storms drains (thus protecting beaches and waterways) may be 
even more likely to take such actions. 
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Decline in Awareness of Steps Local Government is Doing to Prevent Storm 
Drain Pollution 
 
While awareness of the Think Blue San Diego slogan is unchanged from the 2009 
survey, we did observe a decline from 35% to 26% in the proportion who were 
aware of steps taken by òlocal government agencies in this areaó to òprevent 
pollution of the water in storm drains.ó  There is no obvious explanation for this 
change based on the design of the questionnaire.  Perhaps the budget crisis has 
made respondents less likely to assume that this remains a priority for local 
government action, or existing messages from the co-permittees have been seen as 
focused on other issues, such as water conservation. 
 
Most Residents Able To Think of a Positive Behavior to Reduce Pollution 
 
We found most residents (86%) were able to suggest one thing they could personally 
do that would reduce storm water pollution.  More than one in three (37%) 
mentioned picking up trash and litter, which was the top suggestion volunteered by 
respondents in 2009 as well. 
 
Twelve percent of respondents came up with a home, yard, or garden-related 
suggestion:  Reduce the use of fertilizers and garden chemicals, keep leaves and 
trash out of the gutters and streets, prevent water runoff, or discontinuing the use of 
a hose to clean their driveways and sidewalks. 
 
A similar proportion suggested a car-related improvement: taking their car to a car-
wash, properly disposing of motor oil, or good car maintenance.  Given residentsõ 
awareness of car-related impacts on storm water pollution, one potential source of 
outreach to explore could be partnerships with car washes and car maintenance 
businesses that are reaching their customers via opt-in electronic shopping and 
coupon campaigns (such as Groupon, LivingSocial, or Daily Deals).  The growing 
proportion of the population that receives such types of electronic communication 
on a daily basis may provide a new portal for reaching residents with community 
and environmental-related information when paired with a relevant consumer 
"deal."  For example, perhaps county car washes could promote a "Think Blue" 
special via their electronic deals communications.  The City and other agencies could 
help assist with optimizing the timing of such specials to correspond with seasonal 
pollution cycles and water runoff times. 
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Some Residents Werenõt Sure What They Could Do to Prevent Pollution 
 
Fourteen percent of residents countywide werenõt able to name one thing they could 
do to prevent storm water pollution.  This is similar to the 16% of residents who 
could not name one thing to do to prevent pollution in 2009.  In 2011, older residents 
(especially those over 65 years) were more likely than younger residents to say they 
were not sure about what to do.  This suggests that programs targeted at elderly 
residents, for whom environmentalism was less prevalent in the earlier stages of 
their lives, should be considered.  
 
Those who were least likely to say they didn't know what to do included: those 
familiar with the Think Blue San Diego slogan, those who have heard of other anti-
pollution programs, residents who feel greatly affected personally by water 
pollution, and residents who have changed their behavior after hearing about anti-
pollution programs.  These findings indicate that progress has been made among 
those who have heard of these programs.  Further outreach efforts can continue to 
focus on increasing awareness of the program and of the positive outcomes and 
behaviors that are desired. 
 
Reasons To Call, and Not Call, A Pollution Hotline  
 
Only 6% of San Diego County residents visited a website to get information about 
pollution last year, and 18% had heard of the pollution prevention hotline.  Two 
percent of residents said they called the hotline.  These findings are virtually 
identical to those reported in 2009 (8% in 2009 visited a website, 19% had heard of a 
hotline, and 2% had called the hotline). 
  
The survey found that half of residents were willing to contact a storm water 
pollution prevention hotline to report activities that might be polluting storm drains 
and beaches, indicating that efforts to increase awareness and use of the hotline 
would meet a receptive audience in San Diego County.  In addition, about one-third 
of residents (31%) would be willing to report polluting activities via an alternative 
media channel such as email (12%), a website (9%) or text message (10%).  Therefore, 
attempts to increase awareness among residents about reporting polluting activities 
should emphasize the accessibility of both traditional (phone) and alternative (email, 
website, text) methods for doing this. 
 
Messages and information aimed at encouraging the public to call a hotline to report 
polluting activities should also raise awareness of which activities are pollutant-



 

2011 San Diego Regional Storm Water Survey  Goodwin Simon Strategic Research 
Executive Summary  Page 24  
 

generating.   Such messages might also emphasize the confidentiality of such 
reporting in order to assuage concern over possible anger or retaliation from 
neighbors, concerns mentioned in the 2009 survey (not tested this year).  
Highlighting the anonymity of reporting through a website form or a text or email 
message could help reduce concerns, and increase use of those methods as well.  
This might be especially fruitful when paired with opt-in awareness campaigns or 
informational alerts that residents receive via electronic media and mobile devices. 
 
Older Residents Like a Telephone Hotline, Younger Ones Picked Electronic 
Means of Reporting Pollution 
 
Half of all residents said that the most convenient method of reporting pollution 
would be to call a telephone hotline.  In general, residents over age 50 preferred the 
telephone method more than younger residents, while those under 50 were more 
likely than older residents to say they would use a text message or email for 
reporting problems.  
 
These findings show that providing electronic methods of reporting via email or 
through the provision of a website form would be an inexpensive way to increase 
the likelihood that younger respondents may report behaviors that they see.   As 
mentioned earlier, the program may want to also consider using popular social 
networking sites such as Facebook and Twitter to help raise awareness of the issues 
among young people and families. These sites can also provide a convenient forum 
for addressing any questions about anonymity and retaliation.  
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DETAILED FINDINGS  

OVERVIEW OF SURVEY REPORT 

This report presents survey findings in the following order:  
 

 We begin with an assessment of the San Diego County publicõs familiarity 
with watersheds and storm drains.  Questions we asked include:  do residents 
know they live in a watershed, have they heard the term òstorm drain,ó do 
they know that street water flows into storm drains, and finally, do they know 
if storm water is treated before being released into County waterways? 
 

 We then assess the publicõs general level of knowledge of sources of pollution 
in storm drains. 
  

 We begin the next section of the report by presenting findings from questions 
asked of residents who have a yard or garden. We find out if they employ a 
gardener, and if they have automatic sprinklers.  If so, do those sprinklers 
cause noticeable runoff, and did they adjust them last year?  We then ask 
residents with yards if they use fertilizers or lawn chemicals such as pesticides 
and weed killers.  

 

 We end this section by assessing the methods residents use to maintain 
driveways or off-street parking areas in front of their homes (broom, hose, or 
blower) and finding out how many report sweeping waste into the street. 

 

 Next is a section assessing how often residents see dog waste and litter in their 
neighborhood. If they see these pollutants, do they pick them up and throw 
them away?  We follow up by asking residents about the reasons for not 
picking up litter on their own blocks. 
 

 We then assess the effects of knowledge of storm water pollution on behavior.  
We begin by presenting our findings about how much the public feels that 
storm water pollution impacts themselves and their families, including data 
on how often residents avoided oceans, lakes and rivers last year because of 
concern over water pollution.  
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 We then look at how many residents reduced their polluting behaviors last 
year, and what they think they can do to prevent pollution.  

 Finally, we examine how much the public has heard about anti-pollution 
programs such as Think Blue San Diego, whether they have visited a website 
or called a hotline, and end with our findings on whether the public might 
report polluting behaviors and what they feel is the best method of doing so.  

WATERSHEDS AND STORM DRAINS 

San Diego County is made up of multiple watersheds which cover almost all 
residential areas in the County.  We designed this section of the survey to assess the 
proportion of County residents who know that they live in a watershed, and to find 
out how much information the public has about the basics of storm drains and the 
materials and behaviors that contribute to storm water pollution. 

A. LIVE IN A WATERSHED 

Residents were asked: òAs far as you know, do you live in a watershed or not?ó  About 
one out of 7 (15%) knew they did, 49% percent said they did not, and about one-
third said they (36%) werenõt sure.  

Figure 1: Familiarity with Living in a Watershed, 2009 and 2011 
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Differences among Subgroups 

Examining these findings among subgroups of San Diego County residents, we 
uncovered a few significant variations: 
 

 Residents over the age of 50 were more likely than younger residents to 
know they live in a watershed, by 18% to 12%. In particular, men 50 or 
older were more likely (25%) than other age/gender groups, who ranged 
in awareness between 12% and 13%. 

 Those who had heard of the term òstorm drainó were more than three 
times more likely to know they lived in a watershed (17%) than those who 
didnõt know the term (5%). 

 Educational level correlated with knowledge of storm drains:  Thirteen 
percent of San Diego County residents who did not graduate from college 
were aware that they live in a watershed, compared to 19% of those who 
have a degree.  

 Residents in the city of San Diego were much less likely to know they live 
in a watershed (10%) compared to others (18%).  This 10% figure is very 
similar to the 8% figure we found the last time we asked this question in a 
citywide Think Blue poll (in 2009) and the 9% figure we found for 
residents of the city of San Diego in our regional survey from that year. 

Comparison to 2009 Results 

In 2011, awareness of living in a watershed in 2011 was higher than that reported for 
2009 (9% reported "yes" in that survey).  As noted above, all the change was 
observed outside of the city of San Diego, from 10% in 2009 to 18% this year. 
 
Overall, the demographic and attitudinal differences in watershed awareness in 
2009 were mirrored or strengthened in the 2011 survey.   

B. FAMILIARITY WITH STORM DRAINS  

In this section of the survey, we began by asking a set of three questions designed to 
assess how much familiarity San Diego County residents have with storm drains 
and what happens to the water that flows into them. We ended the section with a 
request to name one or two major sources of storm water pollution.  
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1. Residents were asked: òHave you ever heard of the term ôstorm drainõ before, or 
not?ó Almost all (85%) had heard the term.  Only 15% had not, or werenõt 
sure. 

 
2. The next question was: òI want to ask you what happens to water when it runs 

down the gutter on your street. Does that water end up flowing into a storm drain, or 
not?ó   This time, a smaller, but still sizeable majority of 66% knew that street 
water ends up in a storm drain. However about one-third either wrongly said 
it does not (9%) or werenõt sure (23%). 

 
3. The third question presented residents with the following: òWhen water goes 

into the storm drains in your area, does it go into a sewage treatment plant before it is 
released, or is it released into local waterways or the ocean without treatment?ó  In 
this case, 12% of county residents said they thought it was treated, 43% knew 
it is not, and 45% said they werenõt sure or had no answer.  

 
Figure 2 summarizes responses to these three key questions. 

Figure 2: Proportions Familiar with Storm Drain Basics 

 
Examining these findings among subgroups of San Diego County residents, we 
uncovered a few significant variations.  We will now take a closer look at responses 
for each of these three questions across demographic and attitudinal subgroups and 
in comparison to responses from 2009.  
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Differences among Subgroups 

1. Familiar With the Term òStorm Drainó  

We found that resident familiarity with the term òstorm drainó and the knowledge 
that street water runs into storm drains were significantly correlated with familiarity 
with storm water pollution prevention programs:  
 

 Residents who had heard of the Think Blue program (91%) and those who 
heard of steps taken by local governments to prevent runoff water 
pollution (92%) were more likely to have heard of storm drains than those 
who had not heard of Think Blue or the steps taken by local government 
(78% and 85% respectively). 

 People familiar with Think Blue were more likely (76%) to know that 
street water runs into storm drains than those who were unfamiliar (58%) 
with Think Blue.  

 
We found other significant differences in familiarity with the term òstorm drainó 
between subgroups in the county as follows:  (Note small sample sizes on some 
subgroups, where indicated.)   
 

 Seventeen percent of residents younger than 50 hadnõt heard of the term 
òstorm drain,ó compared to 8% of those who are older.  That increased to 
18% among residents under the age of 35. 

 Latinos (28%) and non-whites (27%) were less likely to have heard the 
term storm drain than were non-Latinos (11%) and whites (7%).    

 Thirty-six percent of Latinas (n = 79), and 31% of non-white women (n = 
66) hadnõt heard of storm drains. Latinas were also one of the most likely 
of all groups to be unclear about where street water goes. 

 Renters (23%) were more likely to have not heard of storm drains than 
homeowners (8%).  More than one-third (35%) of non-white renters and 
more than 4 out of 10 (42%) Latino renters hadnõt heard the term. 

 Seventeen percent of those with no college degree had not heard of storm 
drains compared to 8% of those with a college degree.  
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 Overall, residents inside and outside of the City of San Diego did not 
exhibit significantly different levels of knowledge about the term òstorm 
drain.ó 

2. Where Does Street Water Go?  

We found a few significant differences between groups in the county in awareness 
that water from the street flows into storm drains.  They include the following:  
 

 Men (72%) were more likely than women (60%) to know that water from 
the street flows into storm drains.  In particular, women under the age of 
50 were the least likely age/gender segment to know this fact (53%). 

 Residents who live in single family homes (72%) were more likely to know 
that street water runs into storm drains, compared to apartment and 
condo dwellers (60%).  

 In particular, more than three out of four residents (78%) who have a yard 
and use fertilizer on it know where street water goes, along with 70% of 
residents of the suburbs.  Seven in 10 (71%) of homeowners in all areas do 
as well. 

 Seventy-six percent of residents who have changed their behavior in order 
to reduce pollution know that street runoff runs into storm drains 
compared to 69% of those who have not changed. 

 Among rural residents, only 44% say that water on their street flows into 
storm drains, perhaps reflecting lower penetration of storm drains in 
those areas. 

3. Storm Water: Treated or Not?  

A minority of residents is aware that storm water flows untreated into the ocean and 
other waterways.  As we noted at the beginning of this section, 43% of San Diego 
County residents overall were aware of this.  Even among those who know that 
street water flows into storm drains, the proportion who knows that the next step is 
for that water to flow into the sea without any treatment rises only slightly to 49%.  
While the proportion that understands the true path of storm water to the ocean is 
still less than a majority, it has increased since 2009. 
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However, our analysis revealed the encouraging finding that a residentõs familiarity 
with Think Blue or other anti-pollution programs significantly increased their 
likelihood of knowing that storm water is not treated:  
 

 Forty-nine percent of residents who had heard the slogan Think Blue San 
Diego also knew that water flows from gutters into waterways untreated, 
compared to only 38% of those who had not heard the slogan. 

 More than half (52%) of residents who changed their behavior last year 
specifically to reduce storm drain pollution knew that storm water is not 
treated compared to 42% of other residents.   

 It is also interesting to note that among those who say that storm water 
pollution has a major effect on their families, 48% knew that storm water 
is not treated, compared to 39% of those who are less concerned about the 
effects of pollution. 

 
 
Other significant differences between groups include: 
 

 Residents between the age of 50 and 64 were most likely to know that 
storm water is not treated (54%), and residents over the age of 65 were the 
least likely to know.  In fact, only 30% of seniors said it isnõt treated and 
46% werenõt sure. 

 While whites and Latino were about equally likely to know that storm 
water is not treated, Black and Asian residents were much less likely to  
know this fact (whites 46%, Latinos 44%, Blacks 33%, and Asians 26%, 
with the sample sizes for the latter two groups being very small). 

 White men were the best informed racial/gender group on this subject at 
50%, compared to 43% of white women, 27% of Black/Asian men (n = 56), 
and 32% of Black/Asian women (n = 66). 

 Women without college degrees were the least informed: 44% said they 
werenõt sure, compared to 38% of men without a college degree, 33% of 
women with a degree, and 28% of men with a degree.  

 Residents in single family homes were more likely to know that storm 
water is not treated (47%) than residents in multi-family dwellings (37%). 
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 Residents in the northern parts of the county were more likely to know 
that storm water is not treated (47%) compared to those elsewhere (about 
35%). 

 Findings among residents living inside San Diego city limits were not 
significantly different from those outside:  twelve percent of city dwellers 
said storm water is treated, 43% said it is untreated, and 45% werenõt sure.   
These numbers do not entirely match what we found in the 2011 Think 
Blue survey, in which we found a relatively similar 12% said the water is 
treated, and a far higher 57% said the water is not treated.   That is, the 
citywide Think Blue survey had more people who said the water is not 
treated and fewer who were not sure, while the city-only results from the 
regional survey had fewer respondents who knew the water is not treated 
and more who were not sure.    This might be due to different question 
wording: the Think Blue survey question starts by explaining to 
respondents that òStorm drains are the gutters, pipes, and concrete 
channels that collect water from streets.ó The regional survey does not 
include that phrase. 

 
To summarize, less likely to know that storm water is not treated were:  residents 
who hadnõt heard of anti-pollution programs, those over the age of 65, Black and 
Asian residents, and residents without college degrees.   These findings indicate that 
more educational outreach to these residents is needed.  

Comparison to 2009 Results 

Comparing results from 2011 to those in the 2009 survey, the patterns of response in 
basic familiarity with the term storm drain and awareness that the gutter water runs 
into storm drains have remained consistent.  However, residents' knowledge of the 
non-treatment of storm water has risen over time. 
 

 Residents' awareness that water flows untreated into the ocean has risen 
slightly since 2009 when just more than a third (37%) understood that 
storm water is not treated and nearly two-thirds (64%) responded either 
incorrectly (9%) that water is treated or that they didn't know what 
happened to the storm water (54%). 

 Many of the differences in knowledge and awareness about storm drains 
and storm water among demographic and attitudinal subgroups in 2009 
were minimized in the 2011 findings. 
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 In 2009, a gender gap in knowledge existed as men (40%) were more likely 
than women (33%) to know that storm water is not treated.  More than 
half (55%) of women said they werenõt sure.  In 2011, there was not a 
statistical difference in knowledge by gender with 12% of both men and 
women saying storm water is treated and 47% of men and 40% of women 
responding that water flows untreated into local waterways. 

Table 1. Knowledge about Storm Water Treatment by Gender, 2009 and 2011* 

 All Residents Men Women 

 2011 2009 2011 2009 2011 2009 

Not treated 43% 37% 47% 40% 40% 33% 

Is treated 12% 9% 12% 10% 12% 8% 

Not sure 45% 54% 41% 49% 47% 59% 
 
*Note:  Statistically significant differences are bolded 
 

 Of particular interest, Latinos were not significantly more likely to say 
storm water was treated or be unsure about its path than others.  This is a 
significant change compared to the 2009 findings, as shown below: 

 

Table 2. Knowledge about Storm Water Treatment by Ethnicity, 2009 and 2011 

 All Residents Whites Latinos 

 2011 2009 2011 2009 2011 2009 

Not treated 43% 37% 46% 42% 44% 31% 

Is treated 12% 9% 11% 8% 11% 12% 

Not sure 45% 54% 43% 50% 46% 57% 
 
*Note:  Statistically significant differences are bolded 
 

 The 2009 pattern of differences by age was generally maintained in 2011.  
This year, those in the 50-64 age group remained the most knowledgeable 
cohort about the non-treatment of storm water, while residents 65 and 
older were the least informed.  Different in 2011, residents under the age 
of 50 were not significantly less likely to know that storm water is not 
treated compared to older residents.  In fact, among residents under age 
50, the proportion who knew that storm water is not treated rose from 
34% in 2009 to 43% in 2011.   

 Education level remains the one persistent factor that indicates a 
difference in knowledge about these storm water issues -- with residents 
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without a college degree being less likely to correctly identify the non-
treatment of storm water than those who completed college.  In 2011, 41% 
of those without a college degree said storm water was untreated 
compared to 49% of college graduates.  This gap declined slightly from 
2009 when just less than one third (31%) of non-college graduates knew 
storm water was untreated compared to 50% of those with college 
degrees. 

Table 3. Knowledge about Storm Water Treatment by Education, 2009 and 2011 

  
All Residents 

 
College Graduates 

No 
College Degree 

 2011 2009 2011 2009 2011 2009 

Not treated 43% 37% 49% 50% 41% 31% 

Is treated 12% 9% 16% 8% 11% 9% 

Not sure 45% 54% 35% 43% 47% 59% 
 
*Note:  Statistically significant differences are bolded 
 

 

The narrowing gap between demographic subgroups in their knowledge around the 
storm drain water and treatment suggests the positive impact of education and 
awareness campaigns.  In addition, this finding is consistent with the increasing 
awareness of storm water's treatment and path demonstrated in surveys within the 
City of San Diego over the last number of years. 

C. AWARENESS OF STORM DRAIN POLLUTANTS  

In the introduction to the final question in this series, respondents were told:  In fact, 
water in storm drains in San Diego County does not go into the sewage system, and flows 
directly into local waterways and the ocean without being treated.    
 
They were then asked:  From what you know or may have heard, what are one or two 
major sources of pollution in storm drains? 
 
As illustrated below in Figure 3, in the responses to this open-ended question, 48% 
of mentions were of litter and trash as a pollutant, followed by motor oil and auto 
fluids at 38%, fertilizers/pesticides/chemicals at 26%, and animal waste (12%). 
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Figure 3:  Major Sources of Storm Drain Pollution (Two Responses Accepted) 

 
Other sources of pollution were named in smaller proportions: soaps and cleaners 
(4%), runoff (3%), yard debris (3%), cigarette butts (2%), sewage (2%), and industrial 
waste, dirt and paint (1% each).   
 
Only six percent said they werenõt sure and didn't name a source of pollution.  
 

Differences among Subgroups 

Some demographic segments were more likely than others to mention the top 
pollutants in the overall list.  We found the following significant variation in 
mentions of types of pollutants among groups in the County as follows:  
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1. Litter or trash (48% overall):  

 Younger residents (52%) compared to older residents (40%), especially 
those under the age of 35 (57%). 

 Younger white residents (54%) compared to those whites 50 and older 
(36%). 

 Men younger than 50 (54%) compared to older men (30%).  

 Apartment dwellers (59%) more than those in single family homes (42%), 
and renters (54%) more than owners (43%). 

2. Motor Oil and Other Automobile Fluids (38% overall):  

 Men (42%) and especially men without degrees (41%) mentioned motor 
oil and other auto fluids more often than women (34%). 

 Residents living in urban (41%) and suburban (39%) neighborhoods 
mentioned oil and auto fluids more than those living in rural locations 
(24%). 

3. Fertilizers and Pesticides (26% overall):  

 Residents 35 and older (29%) compared to younger residents (18%).  

 Whites (30%) compared to non-whites (17%).  

 Those who have college degrees (37%) compared to those who do not  
(21%) . 

 Homeowners (29%) compared to renters (20%).  

 Suburban residents (30%) compared to urban dwellers (22%) and rural 
residents (21%). 

 Those in single family homes (29%) compared to residents in multi-family 
homes (19%).  

4. Animal Waste (12% overall) 

 Whites mentioned animal waste (14%) more often than non-whites (8%).  
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 Older residents mentioned animal waste slightly more often (15%) than 
younger residents (10%).  

Comparison to 2009 Results 

The list of pollutants and their associated proportions is fairly similar to that 
reported in 2009.  The most significant differences in 2011 include: 

 An increase in the litter, trash and plastic category (to 48% from 41% in 
2009).  Note that in 2011 plastic was added to the litter and trash category 
which may account for the higher percentage citing this group as the top 
source of pollution this year.  

 A rise in the percentage attributed to fertilizers and pesticides (to 26% 
from 15%). 

 While some of the differences across subgroups in mentions of specific 
pollutants echo patterns from 2009, in general the 2011 responses exhibit 
more consensus and fewer divergences across the demographic and 
attitudinal segments analyzed in the study. 

YARDS, GARDENS, DOGS, DRIVEWAYS, AND SIDEWALKS: 
POLLUTION GENERATING ACTIVITIES 

This section is made up of a series of questions that are designed to examine 
behaviors among San Diego County residents that can affect storm water pollution, 
such as washing down driveways, adjusting automatic sprinkler systems, disposing 
of dog waste, and picking up litter and trash from their neighborhoods.  
 
We began by assessing what type of household residents live in, by asking: Do you 
live in a single family home, a duplex or triplex, a townhouse, or an apartment or 
condominium?  We found that 61% of San Diego County adults live in single family 
homes (SFH), 4% live in a duplex or triplex, 4% in a townhouse, and 29% in an 
apartment or condo.  These figures closely match the findings from the 2009 survey. 
 
We then asked the set of respondents who live in non-apartment homes (i.e. SFH, 
duplex, triplex or townhome) òNow, thinking about your home, is there a yard or garden 
that you or someone in your household is responsible for?ó and found that 89% were 
responsible for the upkeep of a yard, and 11% were not.   The comparable finding in 
2009 was 87%. 
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A. RESIDENTS WHO HAVE A YARD OR GARDEN  

Another way of looking at this last proportion, as illustrated in Figure 4, is that 61% 
of San Diego County residents have a yard or garden (specifically, 87% of the 69% of 
County residents who do not live in an apartment), 7% have a non-apartment home 
that does not have a yard or garden, and 29% live in an apartment or condo.     
 

Figure 4: Type of Homes in San Diego County:  Yard, No Yard, or Apartment 

 
 

Differences among Subgroups 

Among residents living in single family homes, duplexes, triplexes, and townhomes, 
(n = 546), those most likely to have a yard or garden were: 
 

 Residents who own their home (93%). 

 Residents with college degrees (93%), particularly men with college 
degrees (96%).  

 Residents who live in rural areas (95%). 
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1. Who Maintains The Yard Or Garden: Resident, Gardener, or Both?  

Continuing with our yard and garden assessment, we asked residents living in 
homes that have yards (n = 486) òIs your yard or garden maintained by you or others in 
your household? By a gardening service? Or by both household members and a gardening 
service together?   As shown below, we found that 73% of those with yards maintain 
their own gardens, 14% use a gardening service, 13% maintain their garden with the 
help of a gardener, and fewer than 1% said their yards arenõt maintained.   This is 
nearly identical to what we found in the 2009 survey. 

Figure 5: Who Maintains Your Yard? Asked Among Those Who Have A Yard, (n = 486) 

 
 
Another way of looking at this is that the vast majority (86%) of people with yards 
take at least partial responsibility for maintaining their yard. 
 

Differences among Subgroups 

Among residents with yards, we found a few subgroups in the county who were 
more likely to enlist at least partial help from a gardening service:  
 

 Residents aged 65 or more (40%). 

 Those who have automatic sprinklers (35%) or use fertilizer (32%). 
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 Residents with a college degree (34%). 

 Women (33%). 

 Non-Latinos (29%). 

2. Yard and Garden Related Polluting Behaviors 

Continuing the yard series, we then asked residents who have a yard three 
questions intended to assess the extent of potential water runoff from the use of 
automatic watering systems, and whether they used fertilizer or pesticides on their 
yard.  

2.1. Automatic Sprinkler Systems: Runoff and Adjustment 

We began by asking residents with a yard (n = 486): òDo you have an automatic 
sprinkler system for your yard or garden?  Sixty-four percent said they did, 35% did not.    
Another way of saying this is that 39% of San Diego County residents have an 
automatic sprinkler system.  In 2009, we found that 61% of those with yards said 
they had an automatic sprinkler system, a difference that is not statistically 
significant. 

Differences among Subgroups 

Having an automatic watering system is, of course, positively related to 
socioeconomic level, as well as other factors. Specifically, we found higher 
proportions among the following.  Note that all proportions listed below refer only 
to those residents with a yard. 
 

 Residents with college degrees (78%) compared to those without a degree 
(57%). 

 Non-Latinos (68%) compared to 52% of Latinos.  

 Whites (68%) compared to 56% of non-whites. 

 Homeowners (70%) were more likely to have a automatic watering system 
than renters (42%). 

 Residents who have a gardener are also more likely to have a system 
(84%) compared to just over half (57%) of residents who maintain their 
own yards and gardens.  
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 Eight in 10 residents who use pesticides and/or fertilizers also have 
automatic sprinkler systems.  

 Residents living in the southern part of San Diego County were more 
likely to have automatic watering systems for their yards (87%) than those 
in any other part of the county, although levels are high (56% to 68%) in 
those areas as well. 

 
We then asked those who have automatic sprinklers (n = 295) two follow-up 
questions.  First we asked residents, òWhen your sprinklers go on, does a noticeable 
amount of water end up in the street?ó Very few (12%) reported water loss, 87% said 
there was none, and 1% werenõt sure.   In the 2009 survey, 11% reported water loss 
from sprinklers watering the street. 
 
We then asked:  òIn the last year or so, did anyone adjust the sprinklers in your yard or 
garden to reduce the amount of water you use? Or did that not happen in the last year?ó  
We found that 69% had adjusted their sprinklers in that way, 28% of those with 
sprinklers said they had not adjusted them, and 3% werenõt sure.    The comparable 
figure in the 2009 survey was 76%.  That difference is significant at a 90% confidence 
level.  The change is almost certainly related to the heavy rainfall over the past year. 
 

Differences among Subgroups 

The size of the sample of residents with sprinkler systems is small, so subgroup 
analysis revealed only a few significant variations. 
 
Significantly higher levels of watering system adjustment were found among:  
college graduates (77%), white homeowners (71%), those who enlist at least some 
gardening services (76%), and fertilizer users (78%).  This does suggest that any 
push for sprinkler adjustments should focus on these groups, and in particular it 
confirms the value of talking directly to gardeners to encourage sustainable practices 
in County gardens. 

2.2 Fertilizers and Yard Chemicals  

Continuing our yard and garden series, we then asked all residents who have a yard 
(n = 486) two questions about the use of fertilizers, and about yard chemicals such as 
pesticides and weed killers.   
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Fertilizers 
In response to the first question --  òIn the last year or so, did any fertilizers get used on 
your yard or garden?óñ we found that about four in 10 residents with a yard (43%) 
said they did use fertilizers, while more than a majority (54%) said they didnõt and 
3% werenõt sure.  The figure for fertilizer use in the 2009 survey was 49%, a 
difference that is significant at a 90% confidence level. 
 

Figure 6:  Percentage using Fertilizer by Subgroup, 2009 and 2011 

 

Differences among Subgroups 

Among residents with yards, we uncovered a few significant differences in the use 
of fertilizer among different groups of residents.  (Note small sample sizes where 
indicated.)  
 

 Those 50 and older were more likely to use fertilizer (51%) than younger 
people (36%), and in particular, those age 65 and older (62%) and whites 
over age 50 (52%).  

 Residents with a college degree used fertilizer more than those without a 
degree (49% to 39%). 
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 Those who use a gardener were more likely to report fertilizer use (51%) 
compared to those who look after their own gardens (39%). 

 Similarly, those who have an automatic sprinkler system were more than 
twice as likely to use fertilizer compared to those with no automatic 
sprinkler system (23%). 

 We did not find reduced use of fertilizer among those most aware of 
government programs to reduce pollution, nor among those who said 
they changed their behavior in order to pollute less.  Both groups said 
they used fertilizer at about the same proportion that those who were less 
aware of these programs did (ranging from 41% - 47%).  

 Residents in the City of San Diego (35%) were less likely to report fertilizer 
use than residents living outside the city.  

 
The consistently higher use of fertilizers in both 2009 and 2011 by seniors and those 
employing gardeners suggests potential messaging opportunities to encourage these 
groups to use alternatives to traditional fertilizers.  As older residents are likely 
long-term fertilizer users, communications should target them as a group and 
detailing recent research on the negative impacts of these compounds on water 
pollution.  Further, appeals for alternatives to fertilizer use should be targeted 
directly to residential and commercial gardeners and designed and sent in both 
English and Spanish. 
 
Pesticides 
We then asked residents who have yards or gardens (n = 486):  òIn the last year, did 
any pesticides or chemicals get used on your yard or garden to control insects, weeks, or 
plant diseases?ó   
 
Three in 10 residents with yards (30%) said that such chemicals had been applied, 
while two-thirds (66%) said they had not, and 4% werenõt sure.  The comparable 
figure in 2009 was a near-identical 28%. 
 

Differences among Subgroups 

We found only a few significant variations in the proportions reporting the use of 
these substances among groups in the county:  
 



 

2011 San Diego Regional Storm Water Survey Goodwin Simon Strategic Research 
Detailed Findings  Page 44  
 

 Residents aged 65 or more were the most likely age group to report using 
pesticides (40%). 

 More than a third of residents (36%) with automatic sprinklers used 
pesticides compared to those without (20%). 

 Among those with a gardener, 36% used pesticides compared to 28% of 
those without gardeners. 

 Those who reported fertilizer use were much more likely to also use 
pesticides (53% compared to 14% of those who did not use fertilizer).  

 Forty percent of residents who reported blowing their driveways used 
pesticides compared to only 25% of those who did not use a blower. 

 
Similar to the recommendation for fertilizer users, communications highlighting the 
preferable environmentally-friendly alternatives to traditional pesticides should 
target senior residents and be directed to gardeners as well. 
 
Figure 7 illustrates how residents reported combined use of these garden 
amendments.  Forty-six percent of those with yards said neither fertilizer nor 
chemicals were used.  Twenty-two percent said both fertilizer and pesticides were 
used, 19% said fertilizer but not chemicals were used, 7% reported using chemicals 
but not fertilizer and 5% gave some other combination, including òdonõt know." 
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Figure 7: Fertilizer and Pesticide Use, Among Those Who Have A Yard (n = 486) 

 

B. RESIDENTS WHO HAVE DRIVEWAYS OR PARKING AREAS 

Continuing the assessment of pollutant generating behaviors, the survey then asked 
San Diego County residents living in single family homes, duplexes, triplexes, and 
townhomes (n = 546) if they òhave either a driveway, or an off-street parking area that is 
for your home?ó  We found that almost all (92%) of this group did have a driveway or 
off street parking area for their home; only 8% did not. 
 
Most (95%) residents who have a yard also have a parking area or driveway, so this 
groupõs demographic makeup is very similar to the demographics of residents with 
yards and gardens described in the section which begins on page 38.  

1. Driveway and Parking Area Maintenance 

Residents who said they have a driveway or off-street parking (n = 503, or 63% of all 
San Diego County residents) were then presented with a series of three questions 
meant to ascertain what methods had been used (personally or by someone else) to 
clean their driveway or parking area last year.   
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Residents were read: òPlease tell me if your driveway or off-street parking area was 
cleaned in each of the following ways in the last yearó and that was followed, in rotating 
order with each of:  òBy sweeping it,ó òBy hosing it down,ó and òBy blowing materials off 
it.ó In each case, they could answer either yes or no.  
 

 Most (79%) respondents said that their driveway had been swept.   

 A blower was used by two in five (39%).  

 About one in four (26%) reported the use of a hose.  

Results in the 2009 survey were very similar (77% who sweep, 39% who blow, and 
23% who hose). 
 
Many residents reported the use of combinations of methods to clean their 
driveway.  Figure 8 illustrates that 35% employed only a broom, 53% used a hose or 
a blower and 11% didnõt use any of these methods.  Not illustrated is that 10% used 
all three methods. 
 

Figure 8:  Method Of Cleaning Driveway, Among Those Who Have One, (n = 503) 
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Disposal of Materials Swept from Driveways:  

A follow-up question was asked of residents with driveways who reported 
sweeping them to clean these areas: òWhen you clean your driveway by sweeping it, 
what do you do most often with the materials you sweep up?ó  A substantial majority 
(62%) reported putting these materials in a trash container, while just less than one-
fourth (22%) disposed of this material in a green waste container.  Smaller 
percentages swept this debris into their lawn or landscaped areas (11%) or into the 
street (4%), and about one percent disposed of this material in some other way. 
 

Figure 9: What Do You Do with Materials Swept from Your Driveway? (n=375) 

 

Differences among Subgroups 

We found very few significant variations in how often various subgroups in the 
county used a hose or used sweeping-only to clean their driveways last year.  This is 
a departure from the findings in 2009 when more demographic differences in the 
pattern of hose use existed.  In 2011, only the following significant differences in 
hose use were found: 
 

 White men (30%) were more likely to use a hose than white women (20%). 
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 Residents who reported sweeping their driveways were more likely to use 
a hose as well (30%).  

 Homeowners used a hose (29%) more than renters (18%). 

We found a few significant variations among groups who said a blower was used to 
clean their driveway or parking area:  
 

 Among those who employed a gardener for at least some of their yard 
maintenance, 51% said a blower was used compared to 36% of those who 
maintained their own yards. 

 Residents with automatic sprinkler systems (45%) used a blower more 
often than those who manually water (30%). 

 Half of those (51%) who used pesticides in their yards said a blower was 
used, compared to 36% of residents who do not use yard chemicals. 

 Rural (48%) and suburban (41%) used a blower more often than urban 
residents (29%). 

 
In general, demographic differences in the disposal patterns for debris swept from 
driveways were minimal or non-significant. 
 
The habit of hosing down sidewalks and driveways is one possible candidate for 
synergistic messages, in English and Spanish, that take advantage of the finding in 
this survey (and in the previous survey of city residents) that there is some public 
conflation of storm drain pollution and water conservation. Such messages could 
point out how changes in these behaviors lead to two positive and complimentary 
outcomes.   
 
We will now take a look at dog owners, and examine the issues surrounding 
pollution caused by dog waste washing into storm drains.  
 

C. AWARENESS AND PICK-UP OF LITTER 

Awareness of Litter 
As part of the series intended to assess the problems caused by possible storm water 
pollutants left on their blocks, we asked all San Diego County residents questions 
about how often they encounter litter on their block. 
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We asked: òIn the last year, how often did you see litter on the block where you live?ó  
 
Respondents rated how frequently they saw litter on a 10 point scale from ò1ó if they 
never saw litter on their block, to ò10ó if they saw it very frequently. 
 
In 2011, thirty-nine percent of residents never saw any litter (a ò1ó rating), 41% saw 
it sometimes (a ò2ó to ò5ó rating), 11% saw it frequently (a ó6ó to ò9ó rating) and 9% 
said they saw litter very frequently (a rating of "10").  The average frequency 
residents reported seeing litter was 3.37. 
 

Figure 10:  How Often Do You See Litter Left On Your Block? (1 = Never and 10 = Very Frequently, 
2009 and 2011) 

 

 

0% 

5% 

10% 

15% 

20% 

25% 

30% 

35% 

40% 

45% 

Never (1) Sometimes (2-
5) 

Frequently (6-
9) 

Very 
Frequently (10) 

39% 
41% 

11% 
9% 

37% 
40% 

12% 12% 

2011 

2009 

1 2 3 4 5 

mean: 3.72 

mean: 3.37 
2011 

2009 

Mean Scores 



 

2011 San Diego Regional Storm Water Survey Goodwin Simon Strategic Research 
Detailed Findings  Page 50  
 

Differences among Subgroups 

Groups More Likely To See Litter 

We found the following groups significantly more likely, on average, to have seen 
litter on their blocks: 
 

 Residents under age 50 more than those aged 50 or more (a mean rating of 
3.6 compared to 2.9). 

 Renters more than homeowners (3.9 compared to 3.0). 

 Residents who often saw dog waste on their block were also more than 
twice as likely to have seen litter, averaging a rate of 5.7 compared to 2.6 
among those who saw dog waste less or not at all. 

 Residents who had heard of "Think Blue" compared to those who had not 
(3.7 to 3.1). 

 Residents who felt that pollution strongly affects their family were more 
likely than those who did not rate the impact of pollution as strongly (3.7 
compared to 3.0). 

 People who have visited the ocean more than those who have  not visited 
the ocean (3.6 compared to 2.8). 

 Residents who had taken steps to change polluting behaviors compared to 
those who had not (3.9 to 3.4). 

Comparison to 2009 Results 

According to their mean ratings, residents reported seeing litter on their blocks 
slightly less frequently than the average recorded in 2009 (refer to Figure 10 for the 
comparison).    However, the general pattern of rating frequency in 2011 is quite 
similar to that reported in 2009.  In both years, about one in four residents never saw 
litter on the block (39% in 2011 and 37% in 2009), while about one in ten reported 
seeing it very frequently (11% in 2011 and 12% in 2009).  Further, the pattern of 
subgroup differences in litter observation frequency in 2011 is not substantially 
different than that in the previous survey.   
 
Picking Up Litter 
In the next section of this series, we asked San Diego County residents how often 
they picked up litter when they encountered it on their block. 



 

2011 San Diego Regional Storm Water Survey Goodwin Simon Strategic Research 
Detailed Findings  Page 51  
 

Pick Up Litter When You See It? 

We also asked the 61% of residents who reported seeing trash left lying in their 
neighborhoods the following question: òWhen you see litter on your block, how often do 
you pick it up and dispose of it in a trash container?ó  They could rate their frequency of 
litter disposal anywhere on the familiar 10 point scale from òneveró (1) to òalwaysó 
(10).  Their average rating was 5.8.  
 
Figure 11 shows how frequently residents who see litter (n=486) on their blocks pick 
it up and dispose of it. 
 

 Only 24% of residents who see litter said they always pick it up and throw 
it away (10), but another 25% said they do so fairly often (six through 
nine).  Seventeen percent said they never pick up litter (rating of 1) and 
another 33% said they rarely do (two through five). 

Figure 11: Pick Up Litter In The Street, 2009 and 2011 

 

Differences among Subgroups 

As already noted, the average score that residents who see litter (n = 486) gave 
themselves on how often they pick it up and throw it away was 5.8, very similar to 
the 6.0 recorded in 2009.    
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We found some significant variations in average ratings when it came to how likely 
some groups were to pick up litter when they see it.  (Use caution where small 
sample sizes are indicated.)  The following groups were more likely to pick up and 
dispose of litter: 
 

 Residents over the age of 50 (6.3) compared to those under 50 (5.6). 

 Residents with college degrees (6.3) compared to those with no degree 
(5.6).  

 Homeowners (6.2) more than renters (5.3). 

 White women (6.3) more than non-white men (5.2, n=33) and non-white 
women (4.7, n=38), although we found no significant difference between 
whites and non-whites overall in picking up litter.     

 Those living in single family homes (6.3) and those with yards (6.4) 
compared to those in multi-family dwellings (4.9) and in non-apartment 
homes that donõt have yards (5.1, note very small n=35).  

 Those who live in rural neighborhoods (7.0) compared to those who lived 
in urban (5.4) or suburban (5.9) areas.  

 Those feel that water pollution greatly affects their families are also more 
likely to pick up litter on average (6.2) compared to those who feel less 
affected (5.3). 

 Residents who have taken steps in the last year to reduce pollution (6.4) 
compared to those who didnõt (5.7). 

 Residents who visited lakes or rivers (6.2) were more likely than those 
who had not (5.4).  Residents who visited the ocean were also slightly 
more likely (5.9) to report picking up litter than those who had not made a 
visit to the ocean (5.2).  

Comparison to 2009 Results 

In general, residents reported picking up litter on their blocks at nearly the same 
levels recorded in the 2009 survey.  Further, the subgroups most likely to pick up 
litter in 2011 are generally the same ones that were the most likely to pick up litter in 
2009.  Significant to note, in both years, those who felt most affected by pollution 
and those who had taken steps to reduce it were also the most likely to pick up the 
litter they observed on their blocks. 
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Reasons for Not Picking Up Trash or Litter 

Residents were asked about which reasons commonly cited for not picking up trash 
or litter on their streets applied to them.  Responses are shown in Figure 12.   

Figure 12: Reasons for Not Picking Up Trash 

 

More than two-thirds of residents (68%) said people should clean up their own 
mess, the top reason for not picking up litter.  This was followed by the responses 
that people don't feel comfortable picking up dirty litter and trash and that they 
don't often see it on their block, responses mentioned by nearly half of all residents.  
Fewer people said that the city or someone else usually picks up litter and that they 
have nowhere to put it.  In general, these findings suggest a strong personal 
responsibility orientation in residents' reasons for not picking up litter on their own 
blocks. 

In general, there were few demographic or attitudinal differences in the reasons for 
not picking up litter that residents said that applied to them.  However, Latinos 
were more likely than other groups to say that people should clean up their own 
messes as a reason for not picking up litter.   

Overall, these findings suggest a messaging strategy that emphasizes litter pickup as 
everyone's responsibility.  Highlighting this theme in the Spanish language 
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campaigns is particularly important given Latinos' greater likelihood to say that 
others should clean up after themselves.   

D. AWARENESS OF DOG WASTE 

In addition to the series of items assessing residents' awareness and behavior in 
connection with litter on their blocks, we also asked residents about how often they 
saw dog waste on their blocks. 
 
We asked: òIn the last year, how often did you see dog waste on the block where you live 
that was not cleaned up and was left on the street or sidewalk?ó 
Parallel to the litter frequency scale, respondents rated how frequently they saw dog 
waste on a 10 point scale from ò1ó if they never saw dog waste that was not cleaned 
up on their block, to ò10ó if they saw it very frequently. 
 
Overall, 45% said that they never saw any dog waste, 38% said they sometimes saw 
it (two through five), 10% said frequently (six through nine), and 8% said they see it 
very frequently.  The average frequency rate for dog waste was 3.07. 
 

Figure 13:   How Often Do You See Dog Waste Left On Your Block ? (1=Never and 10=Very 
Frequently) 

 
 

0% 

5% 

10% 

15% 

20% 

25% 

30% 

35% 

40% 

45% 

Never (1) Sometimes (2-5) Frequently (6-9) Very Frequently 
(10) 

45% 

38% 

10% 
8% 

43% 

30% 

13% 13% 

2011 

2009 



 

2011 San Diego Regional Storm Water Survey Goodwin Simon Strategic Research 
Detailed Findings  Page 55  
 

 
 

Groups More Likely To See Dog Waste 

We found the following groups significantly more likely, on average, to have seen 
dog waste in the street: 
 

 Residents under age 50 more than those aged 50 or more (a mean rating of 
3.3 compared to 2.7). 

 Renters more than homeowners (3.3 compared to 2.9). 

 Residents who often saw litter on their block were also more than twice as 
likely to have seen dog waste, averaging a rate of 5.5 compared to 2.2 
among those who saw litter less or not at all. 

 Residents who felt that pollution strongly affects their family (3.4) 
compared to those that perceived less pollution impact (2.7). 

 People who have visited the ocean (3.3) more than those who did not  
(2.3). 

Comparison to 2009 Results 

In general, residents reported seeing dog waste on their blocks less frequently than 
the average recorded in 2009 (refer to Figure 13 for the comparison).  This decrease 
in residents' mean frequency for seeing dog waste in 2011 is statistically significant 
(at the 99% confidence levels).  Note, however, that in 2009, residents responded to 
an extended series of questions concerning dogs and dog waste, so the additional 
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cues from the more extensive assessment may underlie the overall higher mean 
rating in 2009.   
 
We now turn to an examination of how concerned San Diego County residents are 
about pollution and the extent to which those concerns may have already translated 
into active behavioral change. 

CONCERN ABOUT POLLUTION, AND IMPACT OF POLLUTION 
ON BEHAVIOR  

This next section begins with a series of three questions designed to assess whether 
residents of San Diego County feel personally affected by water pollution and to 
what extent, if any, residents avoid going into the ocean, lakes, and rivers due to 
concern about polluted water.  What we found is that many San Diego County 
residents do feel personally affected by pollution, and a surprising number have 
avoided entering county waters due to those concerns.   

A. HOW MUCH ARE YOU AND YOUR FAMILY AFFECTED BY 
POLLUTION?   

We began by asking residents: òWhen our beaches, oceans, lakes and creeks get polluted, 
how much do you think this affects you and your family?ó  Respondents were again able 
to answer using the 10-point scale ranging from ò1ó if pollution did not affect them 
and their families at all, to ò10ó if it affected them a great deal.  The average rating 
was 6.62 among all San Diego County residents.    
 
Figure 14 illustrates the following: Only 13% of county residents said that they are 
not personally affected by pollution (a 1 rating), and another 26% gave a low rating 
of between two and five.  One in ten residents rated the impact of pollution at a six 
or seven (above the neutral midpoint of 5).  However, more than half of all 
respondents (51%) rated the personal effect of pollution at eight or higher, including 
nearly one third of residents (32%) who gave the highest rating of 10 out of 10. 
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Figure 14:  How Much Does Pollution Affect You and Your Family? 2009 and 2011 

 

 Differences among Subgroups 

We found the highest averages on this measure among residents who were most 
aware of litter; those who had avoided visiting the ocean, lakes, or rivers; and those 
who have modified their behavior. 
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levels of concern (7.5) than those who did not make a change (6.2). 

We also found higher levels of concern about the impact of water pollution were 
highly correlated with gender and age.  However, previous differences by ethnicity 
on the assessment of pollution impact recorded in 2009 did not persist in 2011. 
 

 Women (7.0) estimated a higher effect from pollution on their family, on 
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averaged significantly higher ratings then men of that age group: 7.3 
compared to 6.6.  

 People under the age of 50 overall had higher average ratings at 6.9 than 
those 50 and older at 6.1.  The average among those 65 and older was only 
5.2, including 27% of that age group who said water pollution has no 
effect on them or their family. 

 Residents who had heard of Think Blue rated pollution's impact higher 
(7.1) than those unfamiliar with this program (6.2). 

 In general, those more familiar with storm drains, the non-treatment of 
sewer water, and the various programs associated with pollution control 
were more likely to rate the impact of pollution higher than those who 
were less aware of the consequences of pollution and the programs 
designed to mitigate it. 

 In 2011, distinct from the findings in 2009, concern about the impact of 
pollution did not differ significantly by ethnicity.  In 2009, Latinos and 
non-whites were more concerned about the impact of pollution than non-
Latinos and whites.  Further, in 2009, Latina women and Latinos under 
age 50 were among the demographic groups most concerned about the 
impact of pollution.  In 2011, this pattern was not present. 

Comparison to 2009 Results 

In 2011, residents' overall rating of the impact of pollution on them and their 
families (6.6) declined slightly from the level recorded in 2009 (7.2).  Looking at 
specific ratings, in 2009 we found that 15% rated the impact of pollution as low (a 1, 
2, or 3 rating), compared to 21% in 2011.  At the other end of the scale, we found 56% 
in 2009 who rated the effect of pollution as high (an 8, 9, or 10 rating) compared to a 
lower 51% in 2011.  This decrease in concern likely muted some of the differences in 
this rating recorded for various subgroups in 2009.   

In general, demographic and attitudinal subgroups in 2011 exhibited few differences 
in the mean ratings of the impact of pollution.  Again, the most significant change in 
resident subgroups' assessment of pollution impact was the disappearance of the 
ethnic-based differences.  Specifically, Latinos and non-whites did not rate the 
impact of pollution higher than non-Latinos and whites. 

 

 

 



 

2011 San Diego Regional Storm Water Survey Goodwin Simon Strategic Research 
Detailed Findings  Page 59  
 

Specific Impacts of Pollution 

In 2011, we asked the 73% of residents who estimated a significant impact (above a 
rating of "5") of pollution on their families to describe more specifically the ways in 
which they experienced pollution's impact.  This follow-up question asked these 
residents, òHow specifically does this pollution affect you and your family?ó  As Figure 15 
highlights, more than one third of respondents (38%) said that pollution impacted 
their swimming and beach recreational activities, the top response among the list of 
impacts.  One in five (21%) said pollution impacts health and 17% mentioned 
pollution's impact on drinking water.  These were the top three impacts identified 
by those respondents who estimated a significant impact of pollution on their 
families (n=565).   

Figure 15: How Specifically Does Pollution Affect You and Your Family? (n=565) 
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Differences among Subgroups 

In general, residents' mentions of particular pollution impacts did not vary much 
across demographic or attitudinal subgroups.  However, a few significant 
differences by group in the top responses to this question include: 
 
Oceans/Beaches/Swimming/Recreation: 

 Men were more likely than women to mention this category than women 
(44% to 29%). 

 Whites mentioned this set of impacts more than non-whites (41% to 26%), 
and non-Latinos were more likely to identify this impact than Latinos 
(39% to 25%). 

Health: 

 Residents under the age of 65 were more likely than those aged 65 or older 
to mention the impact of pollution on health. 

The general consensus across the San Diego County resident population about the 
specific consequences of pollution provides an opportunity to create messages that 
target the ways residents can help address the impacts of pollution on their oceans, 
beaches, and water-related recreational activities while expounding the positive 
impacts these same anti-pollution behaviors will have on health-related issues as 
well.  Specifically, because residents are likely to cite these fairly easy to understand 
impacts, anti-pollution campaigns can showcase the small changes that San Diego 
residents can make that are directly related to the pollution consequences they 
identify most often. 

B. AVOIDANCE OF LAKES, RIVERS AND OCEAN WATER DUE TO 
POLLUTION 

To assess the level of impact that water pollution has had on public use of San Diego 
County waterways, we asked two related òyes or noó questions to find out how 
many residents had avoided going into the water at a beach, lake, or river in San 
Diego County last year due to concern over pollution in the water. 
 
We first asked: òIn the last year did you avoid going into the water at a beach in San Diego 
County because you were concerned about pollution in the water?ó  One third (33%) 
reported they had.   
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Next, we asked òIn the last year did you avoid visiting a lake or river in San Diego County 
because you were concerned about pollution in the water?*ó  In this case, 20% answered in 
the affirmative. 
 
Combining those questions reveals that 17% of the public avoided all of those places 
in San Diego County last year because of concern over water pollution  
 
This finding is illustrated Figure 16, which also shows that 18% avoided either the 
ocean, or avoided lakes and rivers, for a total of just over a third (35%) of residents 
who avoided oceans, or lakes and rivers, or both, in San Diego County last year. 
 

Figure 16: Frequency of Avoidance of Ocean, Lakes, and Rivers Due To Pollution, 2009 and 2011 
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Differences among Subgroups 

We found that high enough levels of concern about water pollution to keep 
residents out of oceans, lakes, and rivers was correlated with higher levels of 
awareness and concern about pollution. 
 
For example, residents with a high level of concern about the effect of pollution on 
themselves and their families (a rating of "8" or above on the 1-10 scale) were 
significantly more likely to stay out of the water: 
 

 About one quarter of these highly concerned respondents (24%) avoided 
all waters. 

 Forty-five percent avoided going into the ocean last year, compared to 
21% of those who had a lower level of concern. 

 This group was twice as likely to have avoided visiting lakes and rivers 
than those with lower levels of concern, by 27% to 13%. 

 Looking at this another way, residents who avoid these waters also rated 
the effect of pollution on self and family very highly.  Those who avoid 
ocean, lakes, and rivers in the county averaged 8.0 on the 10 point scale 
(compared to 6.0 among those who do not avoid the waters) and nearly 
half (46%) rated the impact of pollution on their family at 10. 

 
We also found that respondents who had changed their behavior last year to reduce 
pollution were also more likely to avoid San Diego County waters: 
 

 More than one in five residents (23%) who changed their behavior last 
year avoided all waters. 

 Forty-four percent of those who made a behavior change to avoid 
pollution said they avoided the ocean, compared to 26% of other 
residents. 

 Those who made a behavior change were also more likely to avoid lakes 
and rivers (24% compared to 16% of all others). 

 
Particular subgroups of residents were more likely than others to avoid both ocean 
waters and those in rivers and lakes.  Those avoiding all waters more frequently 
included: 
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 Women (21%) compared to men (13%). 

 Residents under 50 (20%) compared to older residents (13%). 

 Latinos (29%) compared to non-Latinos (14%). 

 Non-whites (26%) compared to whites (12%). 

 Renters (23%) compared to homeowners (13%). 

 

These groups also avoided either ocean waters or rivers and lakes (as single 
categories) more than others in the population. 

Comparison to 2009 Results 

In 2011, residents' levels of avoidance of ocean waters or rivers and lakes due to 
concerns about pollution were quite similar to those recorded in 2009 (See Figure 16 
above). In both 2009 and 2011, less than one in five residents avoided all waters in 
San Diego County (13% in 2009 and 17% in 2011), while the about two thirds of 
residents didn't avoid any waters (67% in 2009 and 65% in 2011).  Further, the 
relationship between a high rating of the impact of pollution on a resident's family 
or a behavioral change due to information about pollution persisted as important 
correlates of avoiding the water.  Finally, the higher propensity of certain 
demographic groups to avoid the water echoed and in some cases amplified 
patterns recorded in 2009.    

Specifically, those most likely to avoid the ocean due to pollution were women 
under 50, women without college degrees, apartment dwellers and renters, 
suburban dwellers, Latinos (and especially Latinas and Spanish speakers) and non-
whites in general were the key demographic groups who reported avoiding the 
county's waters due to their concerns about pollution. 

C. CHANGES MADE TO HELP REDUCE POLLUTION 

To measure the possible impact of knowledge about water pollution has had on 
behavior in San Diego County, we asked residents: òIn the past year, did you make any 
changes in your behavior that were a direct result of seeing or hearing any information about 
what polluted water in storm drains does to local waterways, the beaches, and the ocean?ó     
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As Figure 17 shows, overall, slightly more than one in four (27%) residents 
countywide said they did make such a change as a direct result of information about 
pollution, 69% said they did not, and 5% werenõt sure or didnõt recall. 
 

Figure 17: Information About Pollution Led to Changed Behavior Last Year? 

 
 

Differences among Subgroups 

Unsurprisingly, those who were more likely to have heard of anti-pollution 
programs were the most likely to make a change as a result: 
 

 Residents who were aware of what local governments have been doing to 
fight pollution were much more likely to have made a behavior change 
(47%) than those who had not heard of anti-pollution programs (21%). 

 People who had heard of Think Blue were more likely to have changed 
(35%) than those who had never heard the slogan (20%). 
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 Among those who stay out of oceans, lakes, and rivers because of water 
pollution, 37% reported making a change last year, compared to 23% of 
others. 

 One third (33%) of those who know that storm water is not treated made a 
change, compared to 23% of other residents. 

 
We also examined the characteristics of residents who have made a change, as a 
group.  They included the following:   
 

 More of this group had heard of the Think Blue slogan (61%).  They were 
also more likely to pinpoint that the slogan is about storm drains or storm 
water than other residents. 

 More than four in 10 (44%) said they did not go into the ocean last year 
due to concerns about pollution (compared to 26% of others), and more 
avoided lakes and streams (24% compared to 16%).  

 Just more than half (52%) knew that storm water is untreated, compared 
to 42% of those who have not made a change. 

 Twenty-six percent had heard of the water pollution hotline, compared to 
14% of people who didnõt make a change.  

 Residents who changed their behavior arenõt significantly different than 
everyone else when it comes to gender, race, or ethnicity.  However, fewer 
were 70 or older (5% compared to 14%) .  

 
These findings indicate that outreach efforts acknowledging the personal impact 
that storm drain pollution has on families could help move individuals toward 
making specific everyday changes in their behavior.  The public may well be 
motivated to change by receiving more information about what can be done, and 
messages that reinforce how change will benefit individuals and families by 
enhancing the usability and cleanliness of oceans, lakes and beaches are likely to be 
effective.     
 
Next, we asked respondents to think of things they can do to prevent storm water 
pollution.   
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D. ONE THING THAT WILL HELP PREVENT STORM WATER 
POLLUTION 

In order to assess how much the public may know about the sources of storm water 
pollution, we asked residents an open ended question:  òCan you name one thing that 
you could do to help prevent storm water pollution?ó 
 
As Figure 18 illustrates, most residents (86%) were able to do so, a very similar 
figure to that recorded in 2009.  Fourteen percent said they werenõt sure and another 
4% said they are already doing as much as they can, but most residents could name 
an action that would help:  
 

 More than one in three (37%) said they could pick up litter and trash, the 
top suggestion in the 2009 survey as well. 

 Twelve percent volunteered a home, yard or garden related action:  
reduce or eliminate the use of garden chemicals and fertilizers (5%); keep 
leaves and trash out of gutters and streets (4%); prevent water runoff (1%); 
discontinue the use of a hose to clean driveways (2%). 

 Eleven percent had a car-related suggestion: take their car to a carwash 
rather than washing it at home (7%), properly dispose of motor oil (2%), 
and good car maintenance (2%). 

 Other suggestions fell into the following categories:  keep polluting 
materials out of storm drains (5%), recycle more (1%) , educate others 
(3%), and conserve water (5%). 
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Figure 18: Name One Thing You Can Do To Help Prevent Storm Water Pollution 

 

Differences among Subgroups 

We found some significant variations in responses between subgroups in the 
County as follows:  
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Pick up trash and litter 
The following groups were more likely to name picking up trash and litter as the 
one thing they could do to prevent storm water pollution: 
 

 Latinos (45%) 

 Younger residents under the age of 50 (46%) 

 Non-white residents (47%) 

 Residents without a college degree (40%) 

 Urban residents (42%) including the related subgroups of apartment 
dwellers (46%) and renters (46%) 

 Residents who avoided all county waters (49%) 

 
Home, yard or garden-related action 
The following groups were more likely to suggest a home, yard or garden-related 
action they could engage in to prevent storm water pollution: 
 

 Older residents aged 50 or more (15%) 

 Whites (14%) 

 Residents living in single family dwellings (15%) and the associated 
categories of those with yards (15%) and those who are homeowners 
(15%) 

 Residents who had heard about steps in pollution control in the local area 
(16%) 

 
Car-related action 
The following groups were more likely to suggest a car-related action they could 
perform to prevent storm water pollution: 
 

 Residents with a college degree (15%) 

 Those who had heard of the Think Blue program (13%) 

 
The differential perceptions across resident subgroups about the single thing they 
could do to prevent storm water pollution present an opportunity for targeted 
messaging to these groups highlighting the anti-pollution activities they are most 
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likely to perform.  Optimizing the suggested anti-pollution activity in messaging to 
key groups and emphasizing the impact that even a single action can have may spur 
more residents to action. 
 
Residents who were not sure what they could do to prevent pollution 
We found some other groups who were significantly more likely not to be able to 
name an action to prevent pollution.  As stated earlier, 14% of residents said they 
could not do anything or did not know what to do to prevent pollution.  The 
demographic groups most likely to give these responses include: 
 

 Men (18%) 

 Residents aged 50 or more (20%) and those 65 or older in particular, a 
group in which more than one in four could not name one action (27%) 

 Residents without college degrees (16%) 

Further, residents with lower awareness or concern about pollution and storm drain 
issues were more likely to be unable to suggest an action as well.  The attitudinal 
subgroups of residents most likely to be unable to name an action include: 

 Those who had not heard of Think Blue (19%) 

 Those who say their family isnõt greatly affected by pollution (18%) 

 Those who didnõt know that storm water is not treated (16%) 

 Those who have not heard about steps taken locally to curb pollution 
(16%) 

 People who havenõt changed their behavior. (18%) 

Comparison to 2009 Results 

The 2011 pattern of findings detailing residents' suggestions about things they could 
do to prevent pollution is quite similar to that reported in 2009.  In general, the vast 
majority of residents' continues to volunteer at least one thing to do to prevent 
pollution, while a similar proportion remains unsure about anti-pollution activities 
in which they can engage. 

Further, the demographic and attitudinal subgroups most likely to give specific 
responses or to remain unsure about how to help are similar to those in 2009.  
However, a slight gender gap among those unsure of how to help emerged in the 
current year's study with men being more likely to say no, nothing or not sure than 
women.  By contrast, previous differences in some ethnic subgroups dissipated in 



 

2011 San Diego Regional Storm Water Survey Goodwin Simon Strategic Research 
Detailed Findings  Page 70  
 

the 2011 study.  Overall, the older residents and those without college degrees 
remain the most likely to be unsure of single, simple things to do to curb storm 
water pollution.  This suggests a campaign that targets elderly residents, a growing 
segment in the population, may be particularly important in motivating behavioral 
changes in this burgeoning demographic group. 

CONTACT WITH ANTI-POLLUTION PROGRAMS  

A. FAMILIARITY WITH THE SLOGAN THINK BLUE SAN DIEGO  

At the beginning of the survey, before any other questions were presented, 
respondents were asked if they had seen or heard the slogan òThink Blue San 
Diegoó at any time during the past year.   As Figure 19 highlights,  nearly half of 
county residents (48%) reported having encountered the slogan, 50% said they had 
not, and 2% werenõt sure.  In the 2009 survey, an identical question yielded similar 
results:  45% of residents said they were familiar with Think Blue. 
 

Figure 19: Percentage Who Heard Think Blue Slogan in Past Year, 2009 and 2011 
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Differences among Subgroups 

The subgroups that were significantly more likely to say that they had heard the 
Think Blue slogan in the past year included majorities of those who were familiar 
with the path and treatment of storm water pollution and those most knowledgeable 
about local government anti-pollution efforts and the methods for reporting 
polluting activities.   
 
The specific groups most likely to be aware of Think Blue include: 
 

 Fifty-four percent of residents who know that storm water is not treated 
had heard the slogan, compared to 44% of other residents.  

 Nearly two-thirds (64%) of those who were familiar with the steps that 
local governments are taking to fight water pollution had heard the 
slogan, compared to 43% of those who hadnõt heard. 

 More than three quarters (78%) of residents who have heard of the water 
pollution hotline had heard the slogan compared to 41% of those who had 
not heard of it. 

 More than six in ten (61%) of those who have made a change in their 
behavior last year to reduce pollution had heard the slogan, compared to 
44% of those who did not change behavior.  

 
We found a few other significant variations among San Diego County demographic 
subgroups:  
 

 Whites (51%) were more likely to have heard of the Think Blue slogan, 
compared to non-whites (43%). 

 College-educated residents were more familiar with the slogan than those 
without a college education (57% to 44%). 

 Residents living in single family homes (53%) were more familiar than 
those in apartments (42%). 

 Homeowners (54%) were more familiar than renters (41%). 

The groups least familiar with the Think Blue slogan included the following: 

 Asians (64%) and non-white men (67%). 

 Residents who believe storm water is treated (54%) 
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 Residents over the age of 65 (60%) 

 Those without a college degree (53%) 

 
Table 4 illustrates the proportions, among various demographic groups, of those 
who had heard of the slogan òThink Blue San Diegoó when asked at the beginning 
at the survey. 

Table 4. Awareness of Think Blue Slogan Among Demographic Groups in San Diego County, 
2009 and 2011 

Resident Subgroup 2011 2009 

Gender   

Men 49% 52% 

Women 47% 46% 

Age   

18-34 47% 44% 

35-49 49% 50% 

50-64 57% 54% 

65+ 36% 46% 

Gender by Age   

Men 18-49 48% 48% 

Men 50+ 50% 57% 

Women 18-49 47% 47% 

Women 50+ 47% 45% 

Education   

High school or less 40% 46% 

Some college 48% 52% 

No college degree 44% 48% 

College graduate 57% 57% 

Graduate degree 55% 43% 

Race/Ethnicity   

White** 51% 53% 

Non-White 43% 44% 

Latino 48% 45% 

Non-Latino 48% 50% 

Homeowner   

Homeowner 54% 51% 

Renter 41% 46% 

Neighborhood Type   

Urban 51% 44% 

Suburban 44% 55% 
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Resident Subgroup 2011 2009 

Rural 54% 45% 

City of San Diego   

City of San Diego 49% 52% 

Outside the City 47% 47% 

Region within the County   

South San Diego County 40% 52% 

East San Diego County 42% 51% 

North San Diego County 51% 45% 

 

*Note: Statistically significant differences are bolded  

**Note: In the table, as in the report, White is defined as non-Hispanic 
White or respondents who don't consider themselves Hispanic/Latino 
but do identify as Caucasian. 

Comparison to 2009 Results 

Residents' demonstrated virtually identical levels of familiarity with the Think Blue 
slogan at the outset of both the 2009 and 2011 surveys with about half (48-49%) of all 
respondents answering that they had heard of the slogan without prompting.  In 
general, the gap in awareness of the Think Blue slogan between those residents most 
cognizant of storm water pollution issues and those who are less knowledgeable 
first reported in 2009 persisted in 2011. 

 

B. MEANING OF THE THINK BLUE SLOGAN  

We then asked residents who had encountered the òThink Blue San Diegoó slogan 
sometime in the last year to describe in a few words what they think the slogan was 
asking them to do.  Two responses were allowed to this open-ended question. 
 
As Figure 20 illustrates, very similar proportions of residents said the slogan had to 
do with clean beaches (19%) or water pollution (18%), while sixteen percent said the 
slogan was about clean beaches and oceans, and 12% said it was about storm drains 
or water.  Other possibilities were mentioned by fewer than one in 10 each. 
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Figure 20: What Is Think Blue San Diego Asking  You To Do? (Two Responses Accepted) 

 

Differences among Subgroups 

In general, there were very few significant differences across demographic or 
attitudinal subgroups of residents in terms of their identification of Think Blue with 
storm drains or storm water.  Some small, but statistically distinctive, differences did 
exist across groups more likely to say that Think Blue was related to water 
conservation or clean beaches and oceans.  These divergences include the following: 
 

 Nearly one in four women (24%) said that Think Blue related to clean 
beaches and oceans compared to 14% of men. 
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 Residents under the age of 50 were more likely than older residents to say 
that Think Blue was asking them to conserve water (21% to 10%). 

 Residents living in urban or suburban neighborhoods linked Think Blue 
to water conservation more frequently than did those in rural areas (18% 
to 6%). 

 
Comparing results to what we found in 2009, we did see that the proportion who 
said that Think Blue was asking people to conserve water fell from 27% to 16%.  This 
may suggest a slowly growing awareness of the relationship of Think Blue to storm 
drain and storm water pollution that had been at slightly lower levels in past 
surveys, or may simply be a reflection of the higher rainfall level this past year. 
 
As noted in our 2000 report, that some residents are conflating water conservation 
and storm water pollution prevention is an unintended consequence of the Think 
Blue San Diego program, but it may be seen as an opportunity.  Targeting messages 
toward emphasizing multiple rewards for the same behavior could provide even 
greater positive reinforcement for changes. For example, residents who knew that 
such actions as sweeping their driveway or taking their car to a carwash 
accomplished two important water-related goals of conservation and keeping 
pollutants out of storms drains (thus protecting beaches and waterways) may be 
even more likely to take such actions. 

C. HEARD OF LOCAL POLLUTION PREVENTION PROGRAMS? 

We also asked respondents: òIn the last year, did you see or hear anything about steps 
that any local government agencies in this area are taking to prevent pollution of the water in 
storm drains?ó  
 
Illustrated in Figure 21 is our finding that just over one-fourth (26%) of San Diego 
residents have heard of local programs, while 69% have not heard of them, and 3% 
werenõt sure.  This represents a decline in the proportion who are familiar with these 
programs from the levels recorded in 2009 when about one-third (35%) of residents 
were aware of the steps taken by local governments to prevent storm drain 
pollution.  As mentioned previously, this decreased awareness may flow from the 
current budget crisis faced by local, state and federal governments and the public's 
knowledge of the many cuts to government services. 
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Figure 21: Aware Of Steps Local Government Has Taken To Prevent Storm Drain Pollution 

 
 

Differences among Subgroups 

Again, we found significantly higher awareness of these programs among residents 
who are most concerned and most aware of pollution: 
 

 Residents who had heard the Think Blue slogan (35%) were more aware of 
local government efforts compared to those who had not (18%) heard of 
Think Blue. 

 Fifty-two percent of residents who have heard of the pollution hotline said 
theyõve heard of these programs compared to 21% of those who had not 
heard of it.  

 Forty-five percent of those who have changed their behavior to help stop 
pollution have heard of these programs, compared to 20% of those who 
have not. 
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Other groups significantly more likely to have heard of government programs were:  
 

 Whites (29%) compared to non-whites (20%).  

 Homeowners (30%) were more likely than renters (22%).  In particular, 
white owners were most likely to have heard of the programs at 32% and 
non-white renters least likely at 17%. 

Comparison to 2009 Results 

In 2011, the overall lower awareness of steps taken by local government agencies in 
the current survey likely muted the more substantial differences across demographic 
and attitudinal subgroups that characterized the 2009 results.  Again, residents' 
decline in recognition of these programs may be a function of the dire financial state 
at all levels of government and the perception that most non-essential programs 
have been eliminated. 

REPORTING POLLUTION-GENERATING ACTIVITIES 

The next series of questions was designed to test how many residents were familiar 
with and had used the storm water pollution prevention hotline in the past year.  
We also asked respondents to tell us which of several methods would be most 
convenient for them to use when reporting a pollution causing behavior.  We began 
by finding out how many residents have visited a pollution prevention website, and 
how many had heard of the hotline. 

A. STORM WATER WEBSITE AND HOTLINE  

We asked residents: òHave you ever visited a website to get information about ways to 
reduce storm water pollution?ó and found that 6% have done so.  This figure is 
essentially unchanged from the proportion reported in 2009 when 8% of residents 
reported visiting the website for information. 
 
We also asked òHave you heard of a telephone hotline which can be used to get information 
about preventing pollution, or to report activities what may be polluting our local beaches 
and storm drains?ó   In this case, 18% had heard of the hotline, a proportion nearly 
identical to that recorded in 2009 (19%). 
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We found a few significantly higher proportions of website visitation among some 
groups in San Diego County:  
 

 People who have heard about steps that local governments have taken to 
reduce pollution (12%) or who have heard of Think Blue (9%). 

 Residents who have heard of the hotline (17%). 

 
San Diego County resident groups who were significantly more likely to have heard 
of the hotline were:  
 

 People familiar with the Think Blue slogan (29%) and who have heard of 
steps that governments have taken to fight pollution (36%). 

 Those who have changed their behavior to reduce pollution (32%). 

 Residents who know that street water flows into storm drains (22%). 

 Homeowners (22%).  

 Those living in single family homes (22%). 

Called the Hotline? 

We then asked residents who had heard of the hotline (n = 146) òIn the last year, did 
you call a storm water pollution prevention hotline for any reason?ó and found that 11% 
had made such a call.  This represents about 2% of residents in San Diego County 
overall.   
 
Due to the small sample size in that group, no significant variations in the 
proportion of hotline calls among subgroups were found.  

B. THE BEST WAY TO REPORT POLLUTION   

In the final question of this section, we asked residents to tell us what would be the 
most convenient way for them to be able to report polluting behaviors.   
 
We asked respondents òIf you saw someone doing something that polluted local waters, 
what would be the most convenient way for you to report it ð assuming your name would be 
kept confidential?ó  They were given four options: òcalling the telephone hotline,ó 
òsending an email,ó òentering a report on a website,ó or  òsending a text message.ó   
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As Figure 22 illustrates, the hotline was the most popular option at 50%, followed by 
similar proportions who said that email (12%), a text message (10%)  or a website 
report (9%) were the most convenient.  Five percent said that all were equally 
convenient, 4% said they would not report it, 5% said that none of the ways were 
convenient, and 5% werenõt sure.  In a change signaling the growing importance of 
new modes of communication, the text messaging option for reporting polluting 
activities rose to 10% doubling the proportion selecting this option in the 2009 (5%). 
 

Figure 22: Most Convenient Method Of Reporting Pollution 
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and 50-64 years of age.  Younger residents (those under 35) chose this method at 
approximately equal levels in both years (11-12%). 
 
Figure 23 illustrates the variation in reporting choices among age groups. It shows 
significantly different choices among:  
 

 The youngest residents, who were less likely to choose the telephone 
(47%) and more likely to choose an electronic format, i.e. email (14%), text 
message (13%), or website (10%), than any of the older groups. 

 More likely to say that none of the methods were good were residents 65 
and older (12%).   

 Among white residents, 18% of those under age 50 chose the web, 
compared to only 8% of whites who are 50 or over.  Among Latinos, there 
is no significant difference by age. 

Figure 23: Choice of Reporting Method, By Age 
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Beyond age differences, other significantly higher proportions of subgroups who 
chose each method were:  

1. Telephone Hotline 

 Spanish speakers ( 70%) were more inclined to choose the hotline than 
non-Latinos (54%).  

 Residents who were concerned about the impact of water pollution on 
their families were more likely to use the hotline compared to others (54% 
to 46%).  

 Those with college degrees were less likely to prefer the hotline compared 
to those with lower levels of education (45% to 54%). 

2. Sending an Email 

 Latinos were less likely to prefer email as a way to report polluting 
behavior compared to non-Latinos (7% to 13%).  Black residents were also 
unlikely to prefer email (4%), compared to 13% of non-Hispanic whites 
and 18% of Asians. 

 About 20% of those in the southern and eastern parts the county prefer 
email, compared to just 7% of those in the northern areas of the county. 

 Nine percent of single-family home dwellers and 9% of homeowners 
prefer email, compared to 17% of apartment dwellers and 15% of renters 
(probably reflecting age differences). 

3. Entering the Report on a Website 

 Residents with college degrees (15%) were more likely than those without 
degrees (6%) to prefer sending a report via a website.  In particular, those 
with a post-college degree (18%) felt this way, as did women with a 
college degree (21%). 

5. Text Messages 

 Men chose this option somewhat more than women, by 12% to 8%. 
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 Among Latinos, 15% preferred texting compared to 9% of non-Latinos. 

 Thirteen percent of those living in the northern area of the county 
preferred texting compared to 7% in the south and 4% in the east. 

C. LANGUAGES SPOKEN IN THE HOME 

The variety of languages San Diego residents speak in their homes is an important 
factor in both communication about storm water pollution and receptivity to 
message reporting about polluting activities.  When asked whether any languages 
other than English were spoken in their homes, more than one in four (28%) of San 
Diego County residents answered yes.  Of those, a majority (53%) reported that 
Spanish was the other language spoken at home.  This was followed by Tagalog 
(10%) and Chinese (6%).  Small percentages reported speaking Vietnamese (3%) and 
Korean (2%) while another 17% spoke something else ("Other"). 
 

Table 5. Language other than English Spoken at Home, 2011 

 % Of Those 
Speaking 
Another 

Language 
At  Home 

% Of All 
Adult 

County 
Residents 

Spanish 53% 15% 

Tagalog 10% 3% 

Chinese 6% 2% 

Vietnamese 3% 1% 

Other 19% 5% 

 

 


