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About the LVMASS 

UNLV sociologists conducted the Las Vegas Metropolitan Area Social Survey (LVMASS) to 
identify the socio-spatial distribution of attitudes and attributes relevant to urban sustainability 
in the Las Vegas Valley. The project goal is to understand how Las Vegas residents think about 
urban sustainability issues across three dimensions: 1) natural environment; 2) community and 
quality of life; 3) economy.  

 

 

During the last decade of the 20th century, Las Vegas was one of the fastest growing urban areas 
in the United States.  Between 1990 and 2000, the Las Vegas metropolitan area population 
increased by 83%.  Between 2000 and 2007, the metro area continued this growth, steadily 
increasing population by nearly 70,000 people per year, or 5,800 people per month. In 2007, 
Clark County, Nevada had a population of roughly 1.85 million people.  Beginning in late 2007, 
population and economic growth rates were severely impacted by the national economic 
recession.  In 2010, economic and population growth stagnated.  

Almost two decades of a surging economy and rapid population growth created social, 
economic, and ecological strains. Social services such as healthcare and education are stressed, 
inequalities are sharpening, social cohesion is tenuous, water and energy supplies are 
overextended, and clear planning for land use and preservation is vital.  

Developing workable planning solutions to the challenges facing the Las Vegas metropolitan 
area, as well as understanding the consequences of rapid urbanization more broadly, demands 

ωEnvironmental values

ωEnvironmental knowledge & trust in information

ωResponsibility and willingness to pay

Natural 
Environment

ωMigration and Residential Mobility

ωNeighborhood Social Bonds

ωQuality of Life
Community

ωEconomic problems

ωJob satisfaction

ωEmployment profile
Economics
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information about the attitudes and attributes of residents.  To date, there has been surprisingly 
little systematic data on how Las Vegans think about their urban environment.  LVMASS asks 
residents what they know about their social, built, and natural environments and what they 
want for their lives in the future. 

By capturing spatial and demographic variation in Valley residentǎΩ attitudes and attributes 
relevant to urban sustainability, LVMASS offers citizens a picture of themselves, as well as give 
Valley leaders, urban researchers, and planners data to address sustainability issues in the 21st 
century.  

Research methods 
The LVMASS team used two major research methods tƻ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ [ŀǎ ±ŜƎŀǎ ±ŀƭƭŜȅ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘΩǎ 
knowledge, attitudes, and aspirations.  Drawing from a representative sample of Las Vegas 
neighborhoods, we conducted a survey to examine spatial and economic differences across the 
Las Vegas Valley.   To supplement our survey data with robust qualitative descriptions from 
Valley residents, we conducted a series of focus groups using a smaller sample of the 
neighborhoods in our sample.   

The LVMASS Survey 
The 2009 Las Vegas Metropolitan Area Social Survey (LVMASS) is the first survey of its kind to 
explore social, economic, and environmental knowledge and attitudes of Valley residents at the 
neighborhood level.  Neighborhoods were selected from the 185 census tracts within the Las 

Vegas Valley, including the cities of 
Las Vegas, North Las Vegas, 
Henderson, and Clark County 
jurisdictions. The outlying cities of 
Mesquite, Boulder City, and 
Laughlin are excluded from this 
study.  

Surveys were administered from 
June to November 2009 by the 
Cannon Survey Center at the 
University of Nevada, Las Vegas. 
Our sample includes 
neighborhoods with at least 40 
households.   Because some 
neighborhoods are larger than 

others, the sample size in each neighborhood ranged from 40 to 125.  Our goal was to reach 
25% of all households in each neighborhood.  Respondents were sent a recruitment letter and 
initially provided with access to a web-based survey or telephone survey.  After exhausting the 
telephone and web-based response, we used mailed surveys and field surveys.  Our final study 
population was 2,401 households in 22 neighborhoods.  Our final sample size was 664 
households, for a 32% response rate.  

To ensure our sample includes neighborhoods of diverse socioeconomic status, we stratified the 
Las Vegas metropolitan census tracts by household income into quartiles.  Using median 
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household income from Census 2000 data, our income quartiles include low-income (less than 
35,765), middle-low income (35,766-48,026), middle-high income (48,027-60,135) and high-
income (60,136 and above).   Our sampling strategy is based on a stratified four-stage cluster 
sample.   

 Stage 1: Random selection of 20 block groups in each income quartile, for a total of 80 
block groups. 

 Stage 2: Random selection of 5 block groups in each income quartile from the remaining 
block groups after geographic mapping confirmed their residential viability for inclusion.  
Total sample includes 20 block groups.   

 Stage 3: Field research to identify neighborhood boundaries and divisions.  Random 
selection of 1 neighborhood within each of the 5 block groups in each income quartile.  
Total sample includes 20 neighborhoods.   

 Stage 4: Random selection of households within each neighborhood.   

Additional Neighborhoods: Based on the 
census tract age distribution, we 
randomly selected 2 block groups with an 
average population age over 60 years old.  
On-site raters examined these block 
groups to identify retirement 
neighborhoods.  Two retirement 
neighborhoods were randomly selected 
for inclusion in the sample.  Household 
addresses were randomly selected from 
each neighborhood.     

 

Focus groups 
In conjunction with a separate research project exploring the opinions of City of Las Vegas 
residents, the research team conducted five focus groups between October 7, 2009 and 
November 3, 2009.  Four focus groups were conducted in English, and one was conducted in 
Spanish.  Four focus groups were held in the evenings, and one on a Saturday afternoon, at City 
of Las Vegas community centers: the Cimarron Rose Community Center, Rafael Rivera 
Community Center, and the East Las Vegas Community/Senior Center.  Each focus group lasted 
between 80-90 minutes. The focus groups provide robust qualitative data on City of Las Vegas 
ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎΩ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴǎ ƻƴ quality of life issues. 

Thirty-one focus group participants were recruited from seven randomly selected 
neighborhoods across six wards in the City of Las Vegas.  These seven neighborhoods were part 
of the LVMASS random sample of 22 neighborhoods.  The neighborhoods selected for focus 
group participation included single and multi-family housing units.  The focus group research 
team canvassed each neighborhood, distributing flyers to announce the focus groups and recruit 
participants.  Each participant was offered a $30 cash incentive for their involvement.  After an 
initial screening of each volunteer, we obtained a total sample of 31 focus group participants. 

40%

20%

10%

30%

How Respondents Answered 
the Survey

Mail

Phone

Web

Field
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The focus group process consisted of a semi-structured conversation about neighborhood 
experiences and quality of life issues.  We posed a series of questions to participants to elicit 
their thoughts in three main areas:  

1. Sense of pride, belonging and attachment to the City of Las Vegas and their 
neighborhood 

2. Neighborhood experiences 
3. Sustainability 

The combination of survey and focus group data provides a robust profile of how Las Vegas 
Valley residents think about life in Southern Nevada.  The following sections describe the study 
respondents, LVMASS findings and focus group highlights, and offer some policy considerations 
based on this data.    
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LVMASS Respondents 

Survey Respondents 
The following percentages and graphs show the characteristics of the LVMASS respondents.   
 

 58% Female 

 56% Married 

 79% Own their home 

 8% Born in Las Vegas 

 71% White 

 5% African American 

 15% Hispanic

 

 
  

9% 13%

20%

17%

22%

19%

Age

Under 31

31-40

41-50

51-60

61-70

Over 70

71%

15%

5%
3%

6%

Ethnicity White

Hispanic

African 
American
Asian

Other 

26%

41%

18%

15%

Education

H.S. or Less

Some College

Bachelor's degree

Graduate School
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Focus Group Respondents 

Our final sample size for focus group research was 31 respondents.  Respondents contacted for 
participation were drawn from randomly selected neighborhoods in the LVMASS sample and 
self-selected to be involved in the focus groups.  Compared to larger survey samples, focus 
groups draw from smaller, less representative samples of individuals.  Participants provide 
qualitative insights about their thoughts and experiences on issue raised in the survey.  Focus 
group participants included:

 65% Female 

 52% Own their home 

 67% White 

 37% Hispanic

 

10%

21%

41%

28%

Household Income

$20,000 and 
under

$20,000 -
$40,000

$40,000 -
$80,000

$80,000 and 
above

38%

39%

23%

Political Affiliation

Conservative

Moderate

Liberal

29%

45%

26%

Years Lived at Current 
Residence

5 years or less

6-15 years

16 years or 
more

19%

41%

32%

8%

Neighborhood Type

Urban Core

Suburban

Urban Fringe

Retirement
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LVMASS Neighborhoods 

The Las Vegas Metropolitan Area Social Survey reflects the diversity of neighborhoods, 
households, and people who make up the Las Vegas Valley. Neighborhood types are designated 
to capture the spatial distribution of neighborhoods across the Valley and differences in the age 
of each neighborhood type.  The 22 neighborhoods in LVMASS have been separated into four 
distinct neighborhood types based on spatial distribution from the Las Vegas urban core.  Five 

neighborhoods are 
identified as Urban 
Core, defined as 
neighborhoods within 
approximately 5 miles 
of downtown City of 
Las Vegas.  Nine 
neighborhoods are 
identified as Suburban, 
defined as 
neighborhoods 
approximately 5-10 
miles from the Urban 
Core.  Six 
neighborhoods are 
identified as Urban 
Fringe, defined as 
neighborhoods more 
than 10 miles from the 
Urban Core.  An 
additional two 
neighborhoods are 
identified as 
retirement 
communities where 
the average age of 
residents is over 55.  
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Natural Environment 

Environmental Values 

Do Valley Residents Value the Environment? 
Las Vegas Valley residents value the natural environment. We asked survey respondents to 
complete a series of 10 questions designed to assess the degree to which they value a 
sustainable natural environment.  These questions make up the New Ecological Paradigm scale 
(NEP) used by sƻŎƛŀƭ ǎŎƛŜƴǘƛǎǘǎ ǘƻ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ŀ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ŀǘǘƛǘǳŘŜǎ. Possible NEP 
scale scores range from 0 to 40 points. Higher scores on the scale represent stronger 
environmental values.  The minimum respondent score in our sample is 4 and the maximum 
score in the sample is 36.  The mean score for all respondents is 25.20.   

All neighborhood types score above the NEP scale mean score of 20, indicating that people 
across all neighborhood types value the natural environment.  Urban Core neighborhoods score 
highest in environmental values, followed by Suburban neighborhoods, Retirement residents, 
and those in Urban Fringe neighborhoods.  

 

 

26.18
25.76

23.89

25.34
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While Valley residents of all political orientations value the natural environment, environmental 
values scores vary across political orientation of survey respondents.  Those indicating a Liberal 
political orientation score about three points higher on the NEP scale than Moderates, and more 
than five points higher than Conservatives.   
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Environmental Knowledge & Trust in 
Environmental Information 

What do Las Vegas Valley residents know about the term 
sustainability?   
Las Vegas Valley 
residents are familiar 
with the term 
άǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅΦέ  aƻǊŜ 
than 75% said they 
were at least 
άǎƻƳŜǿƘŀǘ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊέ 
with the term, with 
32% indicating they 
ŀǊŜ άǾŜǊȅ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊέ 
with sustainability.  
Familiarity with the 
term sustainability 
grows with increases 
in educational attainment.  

 
 

21.2%

30.7%

39.5%

46.4%

0
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40

50

60

High School or 
Less

Some College Bachelor's 
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32%
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14%
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Very familiar

Somewhat familiar

Not very familiar

Not at all familiar
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Focus group highlight:  Although most survey respondents were familiar with the word 

άǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅΣέ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻ ŎƭŜŀǊ ŎƻƴǎŜƴǎǳǎ ƻƴ ǿƘŀǘ ǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƳŜŀƴǎΦ  CƻǊ ǎƻƳŜ ŦƻŎǳǎ 
group participants, sustainability means economic diversification or maintaining a high 
standard of living.  Other participants interpret sustainability more narrowly to refer to 
reductions in environmental impact through recycling or using renewable energy and other 
άƎǊŜŜƴέ technologies. Policy makers might engage in outreach efforts to build on the 
ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ŦŀƳƛƭƛŀǊƛǘȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άǎǳǎǘŀƛƴŀōƛƭƛǘȅέ ǘƻ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜ Ƙƻǿ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘǎ Ŏŀƴ ƳŀƪŜ 
decisions that are economically sound and environmentally friendly.  
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What do residents know about environmental problems 
A large majority of Valley 
residents are knowledgeable 
and concerned about some 
of our most pressing 
environmental problems.   
Seventy-five percent of 
ǊŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘ ŀǊŜ άǎƻƳŜǿƘŀǘ 
ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘέ ƻǊ άǾŜǊȅ 
ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘέ ŀōƻǳǘ ŀƛǊ 
pollution in the Valley.  Only 
23% think that Valley air 
quality is improving, while the majority (66҈ύ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƛǊ ǉǳŀƭƛǘȅ ƛǎ άǎǘŀȅƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜέ ƻǊ 
άƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ ǿƻǊǎŜΦέ  ! ƭŀǊƎŜǊ ƳŀƧƻǊƛǘȅ όуу҈ύ ƻŦ ±ŀƭƭŜȅ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ ǿŜ ŀǊŜ ƛƴ ŀ ŘǊƻǳƎƘǘΦ  
However, 11.9% still do not acknowledge drought conditions in Las Vegas. 

 

 

4%
19%

34%

32%

11%

Air Quality in Las Vegas Valley

Greatly improving

Improving a little

Staying the same

Getting a little worse

Getting much worse

88.1%

11.9%

Is the Las Vegas Valley in a Drought?

Yes

No

38%

37%

19%
6%

Air Pollution Concern

Very concerned

Somewhat 
concerned

Not too concerned

Not at all concerned
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Who do Valley Residents Trust for Environmental 
Information? 
Las Vegas Valley residents trust university scientists for their environmental information. We 
asked respondents how much they trust each group to provide truthful information about 
environmental issues in the Las Vegas Valley.  More than 82% of survey respondents strongly 
(23.3%) or somewhat trust (59%) university scientists for their environmental knowledge.  The 
next most trusted source for environmental information is local environmental groups (64.4%).  
More than half also trust their local water provider (61.7%), newspapers, television, and radio 
(56.7%) and their city council or commission (50.3%).  Valley residents place least trust in their 
electric company for environmental information.  A large segment of respondents were 
somewhat skeptical about the truthfulness of information from most sources.  Most people at 
least somewhat trusted environmental information from several sources, but percentages that 
strongly trusted were very low for all but university scientists. 

 

  

42.3
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48.3
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50.3

56.7

61.7
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82.3
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University Scientists

Percent who Trust

Trust in Information about Environmental Knowledge

I am Scientist.  Trust 
me.  I will not lead you 
astray.  Stop bathing 
and conserve water.    
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Strong trust in scientists differs significantly by neighborhood type, household income, and 
political orientation.  Strong trust in university scientists was more common in Urban Core 
neighborhoods, in lower income households, and among political liberals. Most respondents in 
Suburban, Urban Fringe, and Retirement neighborhoods, those with middle or higher household 
ƛƴŎƻƳŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƻ ŀǊŜ ǇƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƳƻŘŜǊŀǘŜ ƻǊ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾŜ άǎƻƳŜǿƘŀǘ ǘǊǳǎǘŜŘέ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 
scientists for environmental information. 
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Implications:  Public confidence in sources of environmental information is important for 

persuading people to change behaviors that negatively impact the environment. The high 
confidence placed in university scientists suggests that Valley residents would be 
receptive to more direct engagement with scientists and scientific research findings. 
Government-university research collaborations such as the LVMASS offer multiple 
opportunities for public-science engagement and can benefit future policy-making. 
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Responsibility & Willingness to Pay 

What do Valley residents think they can do about the 
environment?   
±ŀƭƭŜȅ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘΩǎ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴ ŀōƻǳǘ local environmental issues carries over to their 
sense that some action needs to be taken to deal with environmental problems.  The question is 
where should this action come from.  Almost half (48%) of all survey respondents feel that 
ŎƭƛƳŀǘŜ ŎƘŀƴƎŜ ƛǎ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ άǘƻǇ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅέ ƻǊ ŀ άƘƛƎƘ ǇǊƛƻǊƛǘȅέ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ƴŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ нф҈ 
rank it as at least a medium priority.  A large majority of residents (79%) also indicate that 
climate change is a collective responsibility.  

    

 

Yet, when asked about their actions, more than half of the survey respondents (51%) feel their 
individual actions do not have much effect on the environment.  Even more respondents (59%) 
say that they do not individually go out of 
their way to spend more time or money to 
do what it right for the environment.  
Instead, residents look to government to 
impose strict laws on industries to reduce 
their environmental impacts.  Forty-seven 
percent of respondents feel this definitely 
should be a government role, and another 
39% think it probably should be a 
government role.  Only 14% feel that it 
probably or definitely should not be a 
government role.   
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I do what is right for the 
environment, even when it costs 
more money or takes up more 

time.

Agree

Neutral

Disagree

47%

39%

9% 5%

Government's Responsibility to 
Impose Strict Laws to make Industry 

do Less Damage to Environment
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Probably should not be

Definitely should not be 

Implications: Many people seem caught between their positive attitudes toward 

protecting the environment and their reservations about investing extra time or money to 
do so.  This confusion may be tied to whether or not they feel their individual pro-
environment actions would even make a difference.  Residents look toward government as 
the place where environmental problems are most effectively addressed and solved.  
Policy makers might play a more active role in environmental protection and engage in 
outreach efforts to educate and encourage residents to employ convenient, low cost 
environmentally friendly household behaviors.     
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Who will pay for protecting the environment?  
 

Valley residents are generally not willing to pay 
more right now to protect the environment. We 
asked Valley residents if they would be willing to 
pay along three dimensions: willingness to pay 
higher prices, higher taxes, and reduced standard of 
living.  Only 37% percent of respondents indicated 
they would be very willing (5%) or fairly willing 
(32%) to pay higher prices to protect the 
environment.  Slightly more than 39% of 
respondents are not very willing (26.2%) or not at all 
willing (12.9%) to pay much more.  Almost 24% of 
respondents place themselves in between these 
two positions as neither willing nor unwilling to pay 
much more to protect the environment.  Education 
level affects willingness to pay.  More than 47% of 
residents with a graduate or professional degree are 
willing to pay much higher prices, compared to only 
31% of residents with a high school degree or less.   
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