OUTREACH COMMUNICATION PROCESS GUIDE
Utilizing
Small Group dialogue and focused conversation process
This process allows participants to listen to each other in small groups, and then brings their ideas together as a large group to provide guidelines for action to support others in the community with similarities to them (ethnicity, farming practices or other).  
Information gathered in these sessions helps local agencies and organizations learn how members of this under served or non-traditional group understand their connections to and goals for their land, what information/resources they need and how they want it presented.  It allows agencies and organizations to develop effective outreach strategies that will involve under served and non-traditional customers and meet their needs.  

Preparation for Meeting

1. Planning with county planning team.  Determine all partners that should be part of the county planning team ie: NRCS, FSA, Extension, RD, members of the targeted audience (strongly recommended), local government, local businesses.

2. Share this process with partners and assure that all partners understand it.

3. Set date, time, and location (must meet ADA requirements) of meeting, keeping the lifestyles of the targeted audience in mind.  Is a daytime or evening meeting going to have higher attendance?  Maybe you need both.  What part of the county is closest to the targeted audience?
4. The agenda is already developed and the process to follow in the meeting is shown in this Outreach Communication Process Guide.  Evaluation forms are very important and are available from the State Outreach Coordinator.
5. Determine how to develop the mailing list for invitations.  Will FSA’s list be useful?  Utilize local knowledge.  Utilize partner knowledge.  Access the Outreach Process Handbook for more resources.

6. Develop a timeline and responsibilities for:

· Creating invitations

· Creating and submitting/distributing press releases, fliers, posters

· Printing mailing labels

· Preparing and conducting invitation mailing

· Receiving meeting pre-registrations
· Providing meeting supplies ie: flip charts, markers, tape, name tags etc.

· Developing resource folders

· Making food arrangements

· Conducting follow up phone calls 1-2 weeks prior to the meeting (very important to increase meeting attendance)

7. Identify and make arrangements with a facilitator, if the session will not be facilitated by a member of the county planning team.  The State Outreach Coordinator and RC&D Coordinators are trained in facilitating Small Group Dialogue and Focused Conversations and serve as resources to field offices.

Room Setup
The room should be set up with round tables if possible, or rectangle/square tables arranged in an arc around a “facilitator area” at the front of the room.  This arrangement will minimize movement from small to large group work, as people should only need to turn into their group for dialogue or outward to participate in larger discussion.     

The facilitator’s area should have a tall stool, necessary markers, tape, and two easels with flip chart pads.  Each small group should have no more than 7 or 8 chairs, 5 or 6 half sheets of flip chart paper, two black and/or blue markers, and an explanation sheet called “A Dialogue Circle”, available with this Outreach Communication Process Guide. 

Beginning the Process

This part of the program should be presented by the county planning team (local agency representatives).  It showcases them as the local leadership for sustainability of the project.  One person can do this or it can be shared by the team, but the whole team should be visible.
The audience should first be welcomed to the event and any necessary logistics (such as restroom locations, food, etc.) should be taken care of.

Introductions
1. The county planning team should be introduced first as some of the audience may not know them or understand what they do.

2. Other team members should then be introduced, and it should be noted that they all have been planning together for (how long?).  This is necessary if the local planning team has collaborated with the State Office or other partners.
3. The audience should then be invited to introduce themselves as follows (some of the team members should model this introduction to give a short time for reflection).  The words should be recorded on flip charts and posted so that all can read them:

Please stand and give your name, where you are from, and give 1-2 words that “describes your experience in agriculture”.
4. When all have introduced themselves, have the audience members consider the words for a short time – then ask for a few thoughts about what these words tell us about the connections that this audience has to agriculture, common themes shown.  This doesn’t have to be an exhaustive list, but doing this sets the stage for listening and finding common themes in the dialogue to follow.  Record these “themes” on the facilitator’s pad.
Explain the Goals of This Meeting
It is important for the audience to hear that the goals of this meeting are:
· To get to know and connect with non-traditional agricultural customers in the county

· To help audience members make connections to each other and to agencies, organizations and other resources 

· To learn about the farming experiences, goals, and needs of these customers.
· To start a plan for future outreach efforts and strategies that should be implemented to meet these needs

The county planning team should then turn the floor over to the person who will be facilitating the dialogue process.
Small Group Dialogue and Focused Conversation Processes
Small Group Dialogue
After the introductions, the facilitator should explain the process of the dialogue circle to be used in the small groups.  
Dialogue Explanation

The facilitator will explain the process of carrying on dialogue in A Dialogue Circle.
1. Form a “dialogue circle” – a small group where people can hear each other.  For this meeting, each table of participants represents individual dialogue circles.
2. Spend a moment reflecting individually on the question or topic that is posed for dialogue

3. Go round robin in the circle and ask each person to speak briefly to the question/topic as they wish.  People may choose to pass.

4. Others in the circle LISTEN – they do not comment or ask questions although they may make notes to do so later

5. All in the circle spend another moment in quiet reflection on what was said and what they heard

6. Again, go round robin and ask each person to share: Common ideas or themes that I heard are ……
7. As they speak, a recorder records EXACTLY what is said on the flipchart paper provided, checking with each speaker to see if ideas are recorded accurately

8. All reflect on the common ideas on the sheet.  The circle may then be asked to post them for consideration by the larger group.
After the dialogue explanation, the facilitator should pose the question for small group dialogue and write it on the facilitator’s pad (flip chart at front of room):

What is one or two of your agricultural / farming goals?
Facilitator and county planning team members should circulate quietly during all dialogue sessions to answer questions and check on progress.  When groups have completed both rounds, sheets with what was heard should be brought to the front of the room and posted so that all can see them.  Sheets should be numbered (1) for ease in summarizing into a report later.

Focused Conversation: large group discussion regarding what was heard
After the large group has had a short time to read over the common themes (it is helpful for the facilitator to read them aloud or better yet, have a representative from each group read their sheet if time permits) listed on the “what was heard” sheets, the facilitator should invite the audience to participate in a large group discussion, using the following questions:
a. What kinds of common goals are shown?
b. How will this group be affected as these goals are pursued in the future? 
Answers given should be recorded on the facilitator’s pad and posted (again, numbered “1”).  Recorders should take care to record exact words.

Small Group Dialogue
The audience should then turn back to their small groups for a second round of dialogue around the question posed by the facilitator and written on the pad at the front of the room:

What barriers have you experienced or do you perceive you may experience as you try to reach your farming goals?

Again, the second round of the dialogue “what was heard” sheets should be recorded and brought to the front of the room (number these as “2”).

Focused Conversation: large group discussion regarding what was heard
After the audience has had a chance to read over and hear the common themes on the sheets, the facilitator should invite them to participate in a discussion around the following questions:

a. What were the most common barriers identified?

b. What resources have you used when making decisions in the past or would you use to overcome these most common barriers?

Answers should be recorded and posted, numbering as (2).

Small Group Dialogue
The audience should turn back to their small groups for a last dialogue around the question:

What response would you like to see agencies and organizations use to meet needs and overcome barriers?

Again, the third round of the dialogue “what was heard” sheets should be recorded and brought to the front of the room (number these as “3”).

Focused Conversation: large group discussion regarding what was heard
After the audience has had a chance to read over and hear the common themes on the sheets, the facilitator should invite them to participate in a discussion around the following questions:

a. Which of these are priority strategies to implement?

b. What can we (all of us) do to make these strategies happen in __________ county?**
Recorder should list these specific actions.  These will be the county planning committee’s guide to further outreach with this particular under served or non-traditional group.  
** The facilitator may need to encourage the audience to list specific actions to be taken by agencies and organizations with clarifying questions, for example “Do you need educational meetings and on what specific topics?”, “What should these meetings look like, what format to use, need a translator?”  “Are there any projects needed to make these strategies happen?”
Large Group Consideration of Ideas to Make These Strategies 

Happen

During the preparation for the event, the county planning team should decide what they want to do with this list – some suggestions are:

a. if time allows, a short planning session could be done with the group

b. the list could be grouped and/or prioritized by the audience with the facilitator’s assistance
c. a member of the county planning team must let the audience know that the county planning team will use the list to plan future actions and will stay closely connected with them regarding future activities.

The county planning team should introduce the packet or resource folder they have put together for each participant and should ask people to fill out their evaluation sheets in their packets and leave them on the table.  Participants should be thanked for coming and for their sharing, ideas, and valuable input.

Future Action
The summary report from the Small Group Dialogue / Focused Conversation meeting can be mailed to all meeting participants.  Most of them will be interested in the report and it is a useful reference for future outreach work.

County planning teams will use the list of strategic actions as created by the audience to develop future outreach efforts and events for this particular under served or non-traditional group of customers.  These strategic actions will also be included in the field office business plan.  For example, if the audience determined their top priority is to have an educational meeting on the topic of conservation programs (or other such as legal issues, financial issues etc.), an educational / informational outreach event will be developed on that particular topic.  

It is advised to wait no longer than 6 months before holding the first educational event.  One to two events per year is typical, unless the participants request more or less frequent.  In addition, it is a good practice to address one topic per event so the audience is not overwhelmed with information.

Research shows that more effective learning takes place when the audience participates.  Many people understand and retain information more completely if they are allowed to have dialogue, share ideas and stories, and hear others’ ideas and viewpoints.  Incorporating small group dialogue and focused conversation into the educational events will increase the benefit to the audience and increase the effectiveness of the agency’s outreach efforts.

The traditional lecture-style educational events are ineffective with under served and non-traditional groups.  Most of their specific questions do not get answered or are not answered in a manner that is understood or beneficial for them.  For most presenters, this is a different method of communicating information to groups and takes some additional training and preparation on their part initially.
