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I. INTRODUCTION 

The Regional Advertising Committee (RAC) of the Bay Area Stormwater Management Agencies 
Association (BASMAA) is in the process of developing a regional advertising campaign to generate 
watershed awareness among Bay Area residents.  Participating programs include: 

 

•  Alameda Countywide Clean Water Program 

•  Contra Costa Clean Water Program 

•  Fairfield-Suisun Urban Runoff Management Program 

•  Marin County Stormwater Pollution Prevention Program 

•  San Mateo Countywide Stormwater Pollution Prevention Program 

•  Vallejo Sanitation and Flood Control District  
 

The primary goals of the RAC are to: 
 

•  Educate residents about the nature of watersheds 

•  Promote a sense of stewardship for the watershed in which they live 

•  Create positive behavioral changes that help protect local waterways 
 
Four regional focus groups were conducted to provide qualitative information about the level of watershed 
awareness, supplementing the findings from the quantitative survey completed in January 2003, and to 
obtain reactions to creative concepts being developed for the regional advertising campaign.   

 
This report summarizes the results of the four focus groups.  All moderating, analysis and reporting 

for this project were handled by Panagraph, Inc. 
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A. Objectives 

The specific objectives of the focus groups were to: 
 

•  Understand how aware residents are of water quality issues and how the storm drain system 
functions 

•  Determine residents’ understanding of the watershed and how they impact it 

•  Obtain reactions to new campaign concepts 
 

B. Methodology 

Four regional focus group discussions were conducted with Bay Area residents.  The participants 
were selected from four regions representing the public served by BASMAA member agencies.   
 

•  Solano County (specifically the cities of Vallejo, Fairfield and Suisun) 

•  San Mateo County 

•  East Bay (Alameda County and Contra Costa County) 

•  Marin County 
 

All participants were between the ages of 18 to 59, and the groups were recruited to represent 
gender, ethnicity, and housing status within each region.  Each group was comprised of six to ten residents 
from each region. 

 
The first two focus groups were held on February 19, 2003 at the Vallejo Sanitation and Flood 

Control District and Belmont City Hall.  The last two focus groups were conducted on February 20, 2003 at 
the Harris State Building in Oakland and the Marin County Civic Center in San Rafael. 

 
Each group followed a similar structure to the objectives listed above.  By rotating the order of the 

campaign concepts being presented, effects from order bias were reduced.  Included in the Appendix of 
this report are copies of the screening questionnaire, discussion guide and stimuli used in this project.   
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II. KEY FINDINGS 

A. Water Quality Issues 

The top environmental issues of concern in all regions were air pollution and water pollution, and 
some groups discussed the link between the two.  The Marin and San Mateo groups also mentioned 
transportation and overpopulation as other serious issues that impact their areas. 

 
When asked for the main causes of water pollution, all groups cited various residential practices 

along with some reference to agriculture and industry.  When probed further for specific ways residents 
could negatively affect water quality, regional differences emerged.  These differences could be due to the 
pollutants of concern each region has focused on during their Permit periods.  They are: 

 

•  Solano: dumping automotive fluids, batteries and trash 

•  San Mateo: leaking cars, washing car in driveway, pesticides and yard waste 

•  East Bay: leaking cars, trash, pesticides, fertilizers 

•  Marin: animal waste (horse/cow), pesticides, septic tanks, leaking cars 
 
After listing the ways residents could cause water pollution, the following suggestions were offered 

for how they could help protect water quality: 
 

•  Use nature-friendly, biodegradable products 

•  Recycle used oil  

•  Read labels and follow directions 

•  Don’t dump toxic chemicals down storm drain / household drain 
 
The groups were then asked to discuss where outdoor water goes.  Consistent with the recent 

public opinion survey, most knew that stormwater and urban runoff ends up in creeks, rivers, the Bay or the 
Ocean, but as expected, there was much confusion about whether or not it was treated.  Regional 
differences were apparent: 
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•  Marin: Most knew that runoff flows directly to the Bay untreated 

•  San Mateo and East Bay: There was much disagreement among participants, but evidence such 
as storm drain stencils helped most participants to come to consensus that stormwater is not 
treated 

•  Solano: All were confused and thought, or at least hoped, that stormwater flowing to creeks and 
rivers is treated 
 

B. Watershed Awareness 

When asked to describe what a watershed is, almost all of the participants were unaware and 
could not give an accurate description.  A few ventured guesses and one person in each of the focus 
groups conducted in San Mateo and East Bay was fairly accurate, but they weren’t too sure of their 
answers.  No one from Solano was able to provide an accurate guess.  However, several participants in the 
Marin group were able to give correct definitions.  Some of the remarks were: 

 

•  An area set aside that has an aquifer and a filtration system 

•  A protected area that preserves water 

•  A man-made reservoir 

•  A natural area where water goes or collects 

•  A whole integrated ecosystem 

•  A place with a shutoff valve where water flow is monitored 

•  Drainage area 
 

The following definition for “watershed,” agreed upon by RAC representatives, was then read to the 
participants. 

 
A watershed is the land that water flows over or through on its way to a creek, the Delta, or the 

Bay.  Water travels down hills, across fields, parking lots, lawns, and streets to the lowest point 

(usually a creek), or it seeps into the soil and eventually into the groundwater.  All living things are 

part of a watershed, and we all influence what happens in our watersheds by how we treat the 

natural resources – the soil, water, air, plants, and animals.  For example, our daily activities such 
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as driving to work, gardening, or washing our cars influence the health of the watershed.  Rain and 

water from garden hoses washes materials such as motor oil, pesticides and litter off of the 

watershed and into gutters and storm drains.  Storm drains flow directly into a watershed’s creek, 

delta, bay, or ocean…untreated. 

 
After hearing the established definition, the groups were asked to reflect upon it and share how 

their thoughts on the “watershed” have changed.  Most groups asked to hear the definition a second time.  
Solano participants retained some confusion: 

 

•  Land that is used for filtering 

•  A path to disperse things 

•  Land that isn’t used – no housing or buildings 

•  The further the water travels, the more pollution is left behind.  The amount of pollution depends on 
where it flows. 

•  Runoff from anywhere that arrives at the lowest point 

•  Washes into creeks, the Delta and the Bay 
 

The other three groups refined their previous thoughts: 
 

•  Hills and mountains 

•  All surfaces where water goes 

•  Land 

•  It includes both land and water 
 
All groups felt it is important to protect the watershed.  They saw it as a natural resource that 

should be preserved.  The link between human health and clean water was clear.  They claimed that all of 
us are ultimately responsible for protecting the watershed, but government has a role to play in regulating 
industry. 
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Participants then shared their concerns about polluting our watershed: 
 

•  Harms living organisms in the water and will eventually affect you 

•  Creates disease 

•  Offsets the food chain 

•  Dangerous for children swimming and fishing in polluted water 

•  Contaminated groundwater 

•  Farmers need good water for healthy crops 

•  Animals, birds, wildlife need to be protected 
 

C. Reaction to Campaign Concepts 

1. “Beautiful” Storyboard 

The “Beautiful” concept was preferred almost unanimously by three out of the four focus groups.  
They clearly identified the main idea of the spot as explaining what a watershed is and how to protect it.  
They liked the spirit in “Beautiful” and mentioned that it made them feel calm and restful, giving them a 
vision of the purity of the original state.  They felt it was educational, yet refreshing.  A couple participants 
were reminded of the classic TV spot with the Native American canoeing in a polluted river with a tear in his 
eye, but felt this one was better because of the positive messages.  Some even suggested having a series 
of spots growing off of “Beautiful.” 

 
When asked for ways to improve the spot, the Solano participants agreed that no improvements 

were needed.  They were attracted to the clean, beautiful images and felt encouraged to preserve the 
watershed.  The East Bay participants suggested some additional images: city life, pets and people near a 
known landmark.  The Marin group felt it might need to include some “gritty” images for the more urbanized 
areas of the Bay Area.  Those in San Mateo like the image of the children playing but wanted images of a 
watershed that they could relate to, specifically images of congestion, pollution and traffic. 
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2. “On the Street” Storyboard 

The “On the Street” concept was preferred only by the San Mateo group.  The stated reasons for 
this preference were that it has the human touch and is more realistic.  Many could not relate to the images 
in “Beautiful,” saying, “We don’t live there. That’s not our watershed.” 

 
Participants in all groups agreed that the main idea of this spot is that almost everyone doesn’t 

know what a watershed is.  When asked what they liked about this concept, many reported, “Nothing – I 
would flip the channel.”  Others liked the urban flavor, humor, diversity and the personal touch.  When 
asked for suggestions on how to improve the spot, most of the participants shared what they didn’t like 
about it: 

 

•  It doesn’t explain what a watershed is 

•  It wastes my time because it’s spending almost the whole time on the wrong answers 

•  Too many women and minorities look stupid by not knowing the answer 

•  I don’t like the daughter telling the dad the correct answer 

•  There’s too much guesswork – it doesn’t really explain what a watershed is 

•  It doesn’t tell us how to protect the watershed 
 

Although the majority of the San Mateo participants selected this spot, it wasn’t without condition.  
Some were embarrassed for all of the people who didn’t have the right answers.  They asked that more 
time be devoted to the correct description of what a watershed is and what could be done to help protect it. 

 
Some participants asked for a combination of the two spots.  The liked the words in “Beautiful” and 

the urban feel in “On the Street.”  A few others asked for a spot that follows water from the sky to the Bay, 
showing polluting behaviors along the way. 
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III. CONCLUSIONS 

1. Almost all of the participants understood that the storm drain system carries stormwater and urban 
runoff to the Bay or other waterways.  Consistent with the Public Opinion Survey, there is still 
substantial confusion about whether or not this water is treated along the way.  The storm drain stencils 
are the primary evidence cited by those who knew that it flowed directly to the Bay. 

 
2. Discussion in all of the groups revealed that participants understood that their behavior has an impact 

on water quality.  Each region identified a different mix of polluting behaviors.  This could be based 
upon the fact that each region has its own challenges and local efforts have focused on specific priority 
pollutants.  These differences could also mean that participants in some regions lack an awareness of 
the impact of particular behaviors and haven’t yet identified them as “polluting.”  

 
3. The term “watershed” is unfamiliar to most people.  Repeated exposure to a clear description is needed 

before the public will be able to internalize this new concept.  Once the focus group participants were 
able to grasp the idea, with the help of a definition read aloud and visuals from the “Beautiful” 
storyboard, many indicated that they were now more motivated to protect the watershed. 

 
4. The most effective campaign concept is “Beautiful.”  By incorporating urban images into the spot, all 

will be satisfied including those who originally preferred “On the Street.” 
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Bay Area Stormwater Management Agencies Association 
Focus Group Screener 

 
Name:    
Address:   
   
Phone:   
 
Quota: [12]   North Bay – East (Residents of the Cities of Vallejo, Fairfield and Suisun) 
 [12]   Peninsula (Residents of San Mateo County) 
 [12]   East Bay (Residents of Alameda County and Contra Costa County) 
 [12]   North Bay – West (Residents of Marin County) 
 
ASK TO SPEAK WITH MALE OR FEMALE HEAD OF HOUSEHOLD. 
 
Hello.  My name is ___ from ___, an independent marketing research firm.  Today we are conducting a 
short survey on important issues facing the Bay Area, and I would like to include your opinions. 
 
1. Are you the male/female head of household? 

Yes [   ] CONTINUE 
No [   ] ASK TO SPEAK WITH THAT PERSON AND RESCREEN 
(Recruit roughly 50% women and 50% men for each group.) 
 

2. What is your age, please? 
Under 18 [   ] TERMINATE 
18 – 29 [   ] 
30 – 39 [   ] 
40 – 49 [   ] 
50 – 59 [   ] 
60 & over [   ] TERMINATE 
(Recruit a mix.) 
 

3. Do you currently own or rent your current home? 
[   ] Own   
[   ] Rent  
(Recruit a mix.) 

 



 

4. The following question is to ensure that we are talking with people of various occupations.  Do you or 
other members of your household work for…? (READ LIST) 

 
County or local government 
Political party 
Environmental products company or environmental agency 
Advertising agency 
Public relations 
Marketing 
Marketing research 

 
TERMINATE IF RESPONDENT OR ANY FAMILY MEMBER WORKS FOR ANY OF THE ABOVE. 
 
5.  Have you ever participated in a marketing research focus group discussion? 

Yes [   ] CONTINUE 
No [   ] SKIP TO Q9 
 

6. When was the last time you participated in a marketing research focus group discussion? 
Within the past 6 months [   ] TERMINATE 
Over 6 months ago [   ] CONTINUE 
 

7. What was the topic of that focus group discussion? 
    
IF RELATED TO ENVIRONMENTAL PRODUCTS OR ISSUES, TERMINATE. 
 

8. How many focus group discussions have you ever participated in? 
1 or 2 [   ] CONTINUE 
3 or more [   ] TERMINATE 
 

9. I am going to read you a list of issues that may or may not affect the Bay Area.  For each one, please 
rate it according to how important you think that issue is in the region.  To do this, please use a scale 
from 1 to 5, where 1 means it’s not important at all and 5 means it’s very important.  You can also use 
any number in between. 

 
How important would you say _____ is? (CIRCLE NUMBER) 
 
 Not at all Very Most Important 

Air Pollution 1 2 3 4 5 [  ] 
Transportation 1 2 3 4 5 [  ] 
Water Pollution 1 2 3 4 5 [  ] 
Overpopulation 1 2 3 4 5 [  ] 
Water Conservation 1 2 3 4 5 [  ] 
 

(AFTER ALL FIVE ARE RATED) Of the five issues I read, which do you think is the most important in 
the Bay Area? (ACCEPT ONLY ONE) 



 

 
10. If you were asked to advise County officials on how the solve the problem of (MOST IMPORTANT 

ISSUE FROM Q9), what would you tell them? 
   
   
   
   
 
TERMINATE ANYONE WHO DOES NOT SPEAK CLEARLY OR IS INARTICULATE. 

  
11. What is the last grade of school you completed? 

[   ] Some high school   
[   ] High school graduate 
[   ] Some college 
[   ] College graduate 
[   ] Some post-graduate / grad 
(Recruit a mix.) 
 

12. What is your total annual household income? 
[   ] Under $20,000   
[   ] $20,000 - $34,999 
[   ] $35,000 - $49,999 
[   ] $50,000 - $64,999 
[   ] $65,000 - $79,999 
[   ] $80,000 - $94,999 
[   ] $95,000 and over 
(Recruit a mix.) 
 



 

13. And just to be sure we are talking with a representative group of people, which of the following most 
closely describes your ethnic background? 

[   ] African American   
[   ] Asian 
[   ] Caucasian 
[   ] Latino/Hispanic 
[   ] Other 
QUOTAS FOR EACH FOCUS GROUP ARE… 

 African American Asian Caucasian Latino 
North Bay – East  2-3 2-3 4-5 2 
Peninsula 0-1 2-3 6 2-3 
East Bay 1-2 2 5-6 2-3  
North Bay – West  0-1 0-1 9-10 1-2 

 
 
INVITE TO GROUP: 
 
 GROUP DATE/TIME INCENTIVE* LOCATION 
[   ] North Bay – East  Wed., Feb. 19, 11:45-1:00 $60 + lunch Vallejo Sanitation & Flood Control District 
    Main Conference Room 
    450 Ryder St. 
    Vallejo, CA 94590 
 
[   ] Peninsula Wed., Feb. 19, 6:15-7:30 $50 + dinner Belmont City Hall 
    Room 101 
    1070 Sixth Avenue 
    Belmont, CA 94002 
 
[   ] East Bay Thu., Feb. 20, 11:45-1:00 $60 + lunch State Office Building 
    15th Floor, Room 1505 
    1515 Clay Street 
    Oakland, CA 94612 
 
[   ] North Bay – West  Thu., Feb. 20, 6:15-7:30 $50 + dinner Marin County Civic Center  
    Frank Lloyd Wright Building 
    Room 304 
    3501 Civic Center Drive 
    San Rafael, CA 94903 
 
* Panagraph will provide checks to the participants at the end of the focus group.  Late arrival and no-show 
policy: we will pay full incentives up to the start time; 1/2 of the incentive up to 15 minutes after the start 
time; and no incentive after that. 



  

Bay Area Stormwater Management Agencies Association 
Focus Group Discussion Guide 

 
 
I. Introductions  (5 min) 
 
Moderator’s intro 
Name, occupation, household composition 
 
 
II. Environmental Issues & Water Quality  (15 min) 
 
•  What do you think is the top environmental issue the Bay Area is facing?  Why do you say that? 
 
•  Someone mentioned water quality/pollution. What do you all think about that? Why? 
 
•  (IF NOT MENTIONED) Do you think water quality is an issue?  Why…Why not?   In what way? 
 
•  What are the main causes of pollution?   
 
•  Who do you think is responsible for the problems we have with water quality?   
 
•  Who do you think is responsible for cleaning and protecting our water? Why? 
 
•  How do residents negatively affect water quality?  (PROBE IF NECESSARY:  MOTOR OIL/AUTO FLUIDS, 

PESTICIDES, FERTILIZER, PAINT, YARD WASTE, ETC.) 
 
•  What can residents can do to protect water quality?  What can you do? 
 
•  Where do you think outdoor water goes? (PROBE – RAIN, SPRINKLERS, HOSES, GUTTERS)  Do you know where 

it ends up?  How do you think it gets there? Does it get there treated or untreated? 
 
 
III. Watershed  (15 min) 
 
•  Do you know what a watershed is? What do you think it might be? How would you describe it?  
 

A watershed is the land that water flows over or through on its way to a creek, The Delta, or The Bay.  
Water travels down hills, across fields, parking lots, lawns, and streets to the lowest point (usually a 
creek), or it seeps into the soil and eventually into the groundwater.  
 
All living things are part of a watershed and we all influence what happens in our watersheds by how 
we treat the natural resources- the soil, water, air, plants, and animals.  For example our daily activities 
such as driving to work, gardening, or washing our cars influence the health of the watershed.   Rain 
and water from garden hoses washes materials such as motor oil, pesticides and litter off of the 



  

watershed and into gutters and storm drains.  Storm drains flow directly into a watershed’s creek, 
Delta, Bay or Ocean. 

 
•  After hearing this description have your thoughts changed? What do you think now?   
 
•  Do you feel it is important to protect the watershed? Why? 
 
•  Who is responsible? Why? 
 
•  What are your concerns about polluting our watershed? How does it affect your life or family? 
 
 
V. Testing Materials 
 
(Rotate order of presenting) 
 
Now we would like to present some preliminary creative concepts for a TV public service announcement.  
We want to be sure they are both effective and culturally appropriate.  Storyboards will be presented to you 
in the form of a PowerPoint presentation. One of these TV spots we will show you would end up being the 
basis for a multi-year and multi-spot campaign…for development of tools such as TV, Radio, Brochures 
and newspaper ads in the future.  A handout will be provided for individual response to the following 
questions before a group discussion occurs. 
 
 
Beautiful (10 min) 
 
Different voices throughout the spot – young, old, male, female     
 
•  What is the TV spot trying to say? What is the main idea? 
 
•  What do you like about it? 
 
•  What would you do to improve it? 
 
•  Do you think it touches enough on our discussion of watersheds? 
 
•  Is there anything about this ad that is confusing or hard to understand?  What? 
 
•  Is it culturally appropriate?  
 
 
On the Street  (10 min) 
 
•  What is the TV spot trying to say? What is the main idea? 
 
•  What do you like about it? 



  

 
•  What would you do to improve it? 
 
•  Do you think it touches enough on our discussion of watersheds? 
 
•  Is there anything about this ad that is confusing or hard to understand?  What? 
 
•  Is it culturally appropriate? 
 
 
Review of both spots  (5 min) 
 
I am going to hand you a piece of paper and I would like you to write down which spot you like the best and 
why.  Then please fold the paper and pass it down to me…without discussing it out loud. 
 
(After all the papers have been handed in) 
 
Now, lets just spend a couple of minutes and talk briefly about what you wrote down. 
 
 
 
THANK YOU FOR YOUR TIME. WE REALLY APPRECIATE YOUR INPUT. 
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