
Equity Toolkit 2019 9.1: Applied to 10.1 Innovation Action  

 
Who Lives and Works in Our Community? 

 
 
Wilton is in the heart of Fairfield County on the New York border and connecting coastal urban centers 
like Norwalk and Stamford with northern centers like Danbury. Wilton serves as a local commerce and 
employment hub within easy rail and road commuting distance to New York City and business centers in 
the New York / Connecticut metro area.  
 
The town enjoys natural connectivity and splendor from the riverbanks, open spaces, habitats, valleys and 
vistas of the Norwalk River Valley as defining characteristics. Wilton equally treasures its connections to a 
rich rural-village community and architectural history going back centuries, which attracts a diversity of 
residents, businesses and visitors alike.1 
 
Wilton, CT Demographics (2012 – 2016)2: 

 
Summary: 

Population: 18,616 
Number of Households: 5,917 
Average Household Size: 3.043 

Average Family Size: 3.45 
Median Age: 43 

Median Household Income: $179,844 
 
Race & Ethnicity: 

Figure 1: Wilton Race & Ethnicity 
 

 

                                                           
1 Wilton 2029, Town of Wilton Plan of Conservation & Development, Draft May 7, 2019 | Milone & Macbroom 
2 Connecticut Economic Resource Center, Town Profile 2018 for Wilton, CT. By the CT Data Collaborative. 
3 Household & Family Size: 2009-13 American Community Survey 
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Age Distribution: 
Figure 2: Wilton Age Distribution 

 
 
 
Housing: 
 

Table 1: Housing Metrics 

Total Units 6327 

% Single Unit 83.6% 

Owner Occupied 5050 

% Owner Occupied 85.3% 

Subsidized Housing 247 

 
 
Poverty & Low Income4 
 

Table 2 

2017, 5-Year Total 0 – 17 Years of Age 65+ Years of Age 

Population in Poverty 650 177 56 

Poverty Rate 3.5% 3.3% 2.1% 

Population in Low Income 1559 442 272 

Low Income Rate 8.5% 8.1% 10.1% 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
4 2015 DataHaven Community Wellbeing Survey & U.S. Census Bureau ACS 5-Year Estimate 
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Labor Force 
 
Wilton’s unemployment rate of 3.2% is below that of Fairfield County (3.5%) and the state of Connecticut 
(3.9%).5 
 

Table 3: 2018 Labor Force 

Residents Employed 8,225 

Residents Unemployed 335 

Self-Employed Rate 16.6% 

Total Employers 981 

Total Employed 12,978 

 
Wilton employers attract commuters from neighboring towns, and the top employer destinations for 
residents are Wilton, Manhattan, and Stamford.  
 

Table 4: 2015 Connecticut Commuters 

Commuters into Wilton from: Wilton Residents Commuting to: 

Norwalk, CT 1,670 Wilton, CT 1,240 

Wilton, CT 1,240 Manhattan, NY 1,154 

Stamford, CT 1,034 Stamford, CT 1,002 

Bridgeport, CT 675 Norwalk, CT 872 

Fairfield, CT 626 Greenwich, CT 333 

Danbury, CT 623 Westport, CT 278 

Trumbull, CT 414 Danbury, CT 213 

 
 
Stakeholders 
 
The work on this project was conducted by a subcommittee of the Board of Finance.   
 
The goal of the project was to reach as many Wilton taxpayers as possible, with a special emphasis on 
reaching those that don’t participate in the Annual Town Meeting each May.  Wilton’s Town Meeting is 
the first Tuesday of May each year.  Voting is immediately following the meeting and adjourned till 
Saturday, with voting all day Saturday.   The percentage turnout has been falling.  Our goal was to hear 
the priorities of the “silent majority.”   
 
At the Annual Town Meetings, historically there has been a divide between older residents that no longer 
have children in the schools and younger residents with families and children in the schools.  We wanted 
to be sure to capture input from both of these groups.   
 
We also attempted to reach young adults who were single.  A smaller and harder to reach demographic.   
 
All of the town was the target.  There was discussion of the groups mentioned above, then subsets within 
each.     
 

                                                           
5 CT Department of Labor, June 2019 
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 Wilton Annual Town Meeting Results by Year 

 Number   

Year Registered Voters 
Number 
Voted Percentage Turnout 

2000 10,438 1862 17.80% 

2001 10,940 2862 26.20% 

2002 10698 2728 25.30% 

2003 10,523 2817 25.90% 

2004 10,486 2244 21.40% 

2005 11,408 1625 14.20% 

2006 11,071 1525 13.70% 

2007 11,075 1251 11.00% 

2008 10,993 947 8.60% 

2009 11,595 1228 10.60% 

2010 11,218 2087 18.60% 

2011 11,014 1677 15.20% 

2012 11,121 1341 12% 

2013 11,647 806 6.90% 

2014 11,236 1074 9.60% 

2015 11,278 1294 11.50% 

2016 11,659 2108 18% 

2017 12,366 2022 16.20% 

2018 12,373 1631 13.04% 

2019 12,051 1328 10.97% 
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How did we connect with each other?   
 
Incorporated under an annual town meeting form of government, Wilton residents, with the assistance 
of expert town staff and outside consultants, determine nearly all Wilton town governance, policy, and 
budgeting.  Wilton has many boards and commissions composed of residents who volunteer to serve our 
town including:  
 
 Conservation Commission  Economic Development Commission 
 Energy Commission  Historic District Commission 
 Inlands Wetland Commission  Tree Committee 
 Village District Design Advisory Committee  Parks & Recreation Commission 

 
Boards and commissions meet most months and publish an agenda before each meeting.  All meetings 
are open to the public with time reserved on the agenda for public comment. Wilton’s boards and 
commissions create a virtuous circle of continuing engagement with our community, encouraging 
participation and feedback. 
 
For this project, feedback regarding three elected boards was the focus.  They are Board of Finance, Board 
of Selectmen and Board of Education.  All board participants are volunteers with the exception of the First 
Selectman.   
 
Background  
 
The Board of Finance taxpayer survey subcommittee was formed in February 2018 for the purpose of 
conducting a survey of Town taxpayers.  The members of the committee were 

 Board of Finance - Richard Creeth (Committee chair) 

 Board of Selectmen – Deborah McFadden 

 Board of Education – Deborah Low 

 Economic Development Commission – John Kelly 

 Citizen volunteer – David Rothstein 

The objective of the survey was to establish the spending priorities of Wilton taxpayers. 
 
Survey Method  
 
The committee met ten times between March and December 2018.  There many hours of discussions 
and extensive off-line research was undertaken by individual committee members.  Much time was 
spent debating and researching which questions to include in the survey.  The balance between how 
many questions to ask and how to get a large number of responses was a key challenge. We believe the 
more questions asked, and the more detail requested, the less likely people would be to complete the 
survey.   
 
Finally, the team settled at 22 questions, primarily focusing on the Wilton taxpayer’s appetite for various 
town services with a major focus on education since it represents 66% of Town expenditures. 
The survey of Wilton taxpayers was conducted online, starting on October 9th and ending on November 
25th, 2018.   

2 
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The survey was completely anonymous – no identifying information was collected from respondents.  A 
total of 88% of submissions were from unique IP addresses, with no more than three responses coming 
from a single IP address. 
 
RTI Research, a Norwalk based marketing research company, was engaged to manage the research 
which included, with substantial input from the subcommittee, survey design, data collection, data 
tabulation, analysis and reporting.  RTI Research completed the work pro bono; no fees of any kind were 
charged to the Town. 
 
The 2017 adjusted census data estimates the population of Wilton residents over the age of 25 as 
11,847.  A total of 1,411 survey responses were received.  The sample represents 11.9% of the 
population.  The responses were weighted by age based on the adjusted census data.  The weighting 
resulted in the 65+ age group being given a slightly louder voice in the results due their slight 
underrepresentation in the sample (15.6% of the sample vs. 22.7% of the population).  Correspondingly 
the 25-49 age group (49.4% sample, 40.1% population) and the 50-64 age group (35% sample, 37.2% 
population) were slightly underweighted. 
 
It should be noted that 40% of the respondents reported that they did not vote on the budget 
resolutions at the May 2018 Town Meeting.  This is an important constituency, since the voter turnout 
for the budget vote was only 13%.  One of the goals of the survey was to understand the priorities of 
that group. 
 
The subcommittee was successful in accomplishing the established goals:  
 

 Create and a launch a survey that was comprehensive enough to give the three main boards 
meaningful insight on the views of taxpayers 

 The survey needed to be short enough so the taxpayer would complete it 

 The survey needed to be statistically valid 

 The outreach needed to be extensive to give us the most robust response rate possible.  We were 
gratified that the response came in at 12 percent.   
 

 
 
 
 

What Emerged from Our Dialogue?  
 
 
 
This action was selected for the equity toolkit because of the goal to reach all Wilton voters and 
taxpayers, the broadest cross section of the community.  It was also an important project for the town in 
terms of the results that were generated from the survey.  In short, it was selected based on the largest 
possible need for equity and the high level of importance.   
 

3 
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The Board of Finance Taxpayer survey turned out to be one of the Wilton’s most successful outreach 
programs.  As mentioned above, we had about 12 percent response rate, which is excellent based on 
industry norms for this type of survey.   
 
This project had a target of reaching all Wilton voters.   Reaching everyone sounds simple, but when we 
worked on the development of the outreach, it became clear that to be successful we needed to identify 
what made up the voter poll and how to reach each segment, and in some cases subsets of those 
segments of the population.     
 
An example of how our dialogue resulted in a more complex communication plan to promote the 
survey, is that generally older people use more print media and younger people use more digital media.   
Many commuters to New York City are focused on New York media and don’t necessarily consume local 
press.  The deeper we dove into how to reach each segment of the population, the more challenging it 
became.   
 
As we tried to determine how best to reach everyone, it was ironic that the one time we could be sure 
we knew how to reach most Wilton voters was election day, November 2018.  Mid-term elections 
typically have a strong turnout in Wilton.  The turnout in 2018 was just over 72 percent.   
 
We developed posters and had business card size handouts with information on where to go to take the 
survey.  We had people at our three polls for most of the hours providing information about the survey 
and how to take it.  We had discussed having tablets available to literally take the survey on the spot, 
but that became complicated and we dropped that idea.  Overall this effort was very successful and 
there was an uptick in participation on election day and for a few days thereafter.   

 
 
 
 
 
 

What was the Result of Our Collaboration?  
 
 
Survey Promotion  
 
Recognizing that reaching a diverse audience requires multiple approaches, the committee used many 
different communication channels and mediums.  
 
Participation was publicized and encouraged through extensive local print and online media coverage, 
school communications, social media, and posters at the YMCA, the library and the senior center and 
polling places on Election Day.  The response rate steadily increased throughout October and November 
as word of the survey spread. 
 
There was considerable conversation about how to reach those who don’t vote each May, on the Town 
budget, bonding and resolutions.  Ironically, we determined the best way to reach them was on Election 
Day of November 2018 – which was a mid-term election generating more than 72 percent voter turnout.  

4 
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Information on the taxpayer survey was available at all three polling places and there was an uptick in 
participation on Election Day and a few days thereafter.   
 
There was a special effort made at the senior center and the library for those that might have limited 
access to a computer or needed help in finding the survey online.   
 
Some of our Boards have their meetings televised, including the Boards of Finance, Selectmen and 
Education.   Each encouraged participation in the survey during the televised meetings.  We recognized 
the audience for each is limited and hitting those already engaged.  
 
Local press, both digital and print were key in marketing to as broad an audience as possible.  Below are 
links to some articles.    Good Morning Wilton also did a video that was posted on their Facebook page 
and included in articles and email blasts.   
 
https://goodmorningwilton.com/what-should-your-taxes-pay-for-tell-bd-of-finance-via-taxpayer-
survey/ 
 
https://goodmorningwilton.com/board-of-finance-survey-for-wilton-taxpayers-to-close-soon/ 
 
https://www.facebook.com/GoodMorningWilton/videos/246936099311157/ 
 
https://www.wiltonbulletin.com/news/town-government/article/Wilton-taxpayer-survey-goes-live-
13994024.php 
 
https://www.wiltonbulletin.com/news/article/Taxpayer-survey-is-getting-good-momentum-
13993611.php 
 
The Wilton Villager, a local print paper was in circulation at the time the survey was in the field but has 
since merged with the Wilton Bulletin.  The Villager also did promotion of the survey.  
 
The survey itself is one of the most successful projects ever undertaken by Wilton in turns of equity and 
inclusion.  We were able to reach a statistically valid sample of citizens with a strong response rate.   
 

Summary of Results 

 
1. The biggest factors that attracted people to Wilton are Schools (81%) and affordability of 

housing compared to similar neighboring towns (50%) 

2. A total of 76% of respondents who moved here for the schools reported that Wilton schools had 

met or exceeded their expectations 

3. Respondents who moved to Wilton for its relative affordability were equally satisfied with the 

town’s performance, with 77% reporting that their affordability expectations have been met or 

exceeded, especially among 25-49 year olds (87%). 

4. A total of 69% of respondents think that Wilton’s school district should be ranked in the top of 

its District Reference Group (DRG)6.  When asked their perceptions of current performance, 39% 

                                                           
6 Wilton’s DRG includes New Canaan, Weston, Wilton, Westport, Easton, Darien, Ridgefield and Redding. 

https://goodmorningwilton.com/what-should-your-taxes-pay-for-tell-bd-of-finance-via-taxpayer-survey/
https://goodmorningwilton.com/what-should-your-taxes-pay-for-tell-bd-of-finance-via-taxpayer-survey/
https://goodmorningwilton.com/board-of-finance-survey-for-wilton-taxpayers-to-close-soon/
https://goodmorningwilton.com/board-of-finance-survey-for-wilton-taxpayers-to-close-soon/
https://www.facebook.com/GoodMorningWilton/videos/246936099311157/
https://www.facebook.com/GoodMorningWilton/videos/246936099311157/
https://www.wiltonbulletin.com/news/town-government/article/Wilton-taxpayer-survey-goes-live-13994024.php
https://www.wiltonbulletin.com/news/town-government/article/Wilton-taxpayer-survey-goes-live-13994024.php
https://www.wiltonbulletin.com/news/article/Taxpayer-survey-is-getting-good-momentum-13993611.php
https://www.wiltonbulletin.com/news/article/Taxpayer-survey-is-getting-good-momentum-13993611.php
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think the schools are currently among the top few within the DRG while 51% say Wilton is “in 

the middle of the pack”. 

5. The majority of respondents (59%) support the current expenditure level on schools, but a 

significant minority think it is too high (41%).  The support is highest among those with children 

in the schools (72%) and lowest among those without (41%). 

6. A large majority (64%) think Wilton’s property taxes are higher than surrounding towns. 

7. A total of 55% of respondents would be open to paying 1% more in taxes (not strongly opposed) 

in order to ensure their desired performance goal for the schools was met.  This number 

decreases to 19% for a 5% tax increase.  Openness to higher taxes supporting school 

performance is generally stronger among younger citizens and those with children in the 

schools. 

8. Using shared services (79%) and investment in economic development (70%) are widely 

supported as potential ways to reduce property taxes.  However, only a third (32%) of those 

with interest in economic development indicate support for hiring a full time economic 

development manager. 

9. Respondents strongly support shared services (Police 61%, Town Hall services 69%, Transfer 

station 85%) as a way of controlling costs. 

10. Almost everyone (97% of respondents) expressed satisfaction with Wilton’s Police department 

regarding public safety. 

 
A report and powerpoint presention of the findings of the survey were presented to the Boards of Finance, 
Selectmen and Education.   The Board of Finance also received the raw data, so the members could drill 
into what subsets of the population felt on various issues.  Highlights of differences in views within subsets 
of the populations were included in the powerpoint presentation. The powerpoint presentation is 
attached.   
 
 
 
 
 
 

How we will Refine, Revisit, and Improve 
 
 
 
Although diversity and inclusion are embedded in how our town operates and plans initiatives, the 
Sustainable CT Equity Toolkit provides an informed and structured way to ensure full inclusivity of all parts 
of the population (including some that may be overlooked).  The Toolkit also provides valuable insights in 
highlighting the benefits of incorporating community input.  
 
One key is to apply the equity toolkit at the very beginning of the process.   
 
This method of surveying citizens resulted in the citizens self-selecting to participate.  They had to initiate 
taking the survey.   
 

5 
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Wilton is currently updating our Plan of Conservation and Development, POCD.  As part of the POCD input 
there was a phone survey conducted with 400 calls to residents.  The method used was to call every 6th 
number and included cell numbers.   This was more random than the online taxpayer survey.  However, 
this was also much more expensive.     
 
The challenge the phone survey ran into, is that people thought it was a scam and the caller was phishing 
for personal information.   We did not get any feedback from residents that the taxpayer survey was 
perceived as a scam for the purpose of phishing.   
 
The committee that generated the survey was fortunate in that several members had extensive 
connections and awareness of the Wilton community.   That was essential.   The make-up of the 
committee members matters!  One of the committee members was the owner of the company that did 
the development of the actual online survey, his expertise was essential in the technical aspects, but the 
equity needs to be given similar weight in the makeup of the committee.  In our case it was chance, we 
had the members we needed in terms of the ability to develop the needed equity. In the future it needs 
to be by design.   The committee members were from the three boards, Finance, Selectmen and 
Education, plus the Economic Development Commission and the technical expert.  It was a small group.    
 
One of the challenges was to create a quality survey, identify how to make it as inclusive as possible, how 
to promote it, then launch it into the field and provide sufficient time for citizens to complete the survey, 
then tally the results and report back prior to the budget cycle.  It was a very tight timeline.  Within that 
timeline was the equity toolkit application process of how to be inclusive; a very high priority.   
 
There was discussion of the tiny portion of the population with no or limited access to the internet to be 
able to participate.  That resulted in an extra effort at the Senior Center and Library to do outreach to 
those who might need assistance and be able to access computers.   In the future, more could be done to 
identify how large this segment of the population is and how best to reach them.   
 
The goal of the survey was to reach everyone in Wilton.  There is a small segment of people in Wilton who 
are not U.S. citizens.   Our international population is not eligible to vote in the Annual Town Meeting but 
often pay taxes.  They were able to participate in the survey to give feedback on how tax money is spent, 
but no special effort was made to reach this segment of the population.   
 
We are still brainstorming on how to reach the “silent majority” that don’t participate in the Annual Town 
Meeting and vote.  It is a challenge every year.   We have even begun putting out the devices on the main 
roads such as Route 7, that light up with messages like Vote Saturday.   
 
As Wilton improves transparency in town government, it is still a challenge to get citizens to engage.  The 
citizen participation process needs to operate in both directions – allowing citizens to know what their 
government is doing and for citizens to input their priorities and issues into the process.   
 
  
 
 


