Flagship Focus Groups

Summary Report 

Introduction

To critically review the Flagship program development process, two evaluations were conducted over the past several months.  First, an online Flagship survey was announced and available to all Extension staff during May/June 2007.  A report of the online survey is posted on the Flagship Center website on the Intranet.  Secondly, focus groups were conducted around the state, including one on campus, from August to December 2007.  Questions for the focus groups were developed to further explore the responses from the online Flagship survey.   

In addition to the focus group conducted with campus Extension staff, the other five focus groups were conducted with regional advisory committee meetings comprised of a cross section of Extension staff (elected by their regional peers).  Each focus group averaged nine participants and lasted approximately one hour. Members of the groups had varying degrees of involvement and knowledge of the Flagships; some had participated on the program planning committee and helped develop the initiative/idea, some submitted pre-proposals, and some had only heard about Flagships in passing.

Focus group questions were designed to solicit information in two areas:  Opinions and suggestions pertaining to the proposal process, and communication strategies and ideas to foster involvement for the chosen Flagship programs.  Part One of this report addresses the Flagship process and will provide some future direction for the program planning committee and administration as the future of Flagships or other program development avenues are considered.  Part Two of the report provides insights and suggestions on how the Flagship program coordinators can effectively communicate and garner Extension involvement in the three selected Flagship programs. This will be useful for the Flagship groups as they work to grow and establish their programs statewide.

Part One – The Process

Focus group questions probing the Flagship process asked participants to address what worked well, what didn’t work well, and subsequent areas for improvement.   Their responses centered on several basic components of the Flagship process: early face-to-face meetings, Flagship name, call for preproposals, generating interdisciplinary proposals, proposal selection, and speeding up the process.

Early face-to-face meetings
The three early Flagship meetings were brought up in each focus group as excellent venues to generate interdisciplinary and collaborative ideas.  The first meeting was held in Quincy in conjunction with a statewide County Director meeting and two meetings were held on campus with educators, specialists and county directors.  Focus group participant comments about the initial meetings included:  

· A lot of diversity and broad representation

· Open and inclusive environment for brainstorming

· Conducive to generating interdisciplinary ideas

· The concept of assigned tables enabled discussions across disciplines  

· Collaboration was positive and fostered creativity

· Ambiguity in the early meetings was frustrating to some.

Suggestions for improvement:

· Clarify expected outcomes for the interdisciplinary meetings

· During pre-proposal process, hold a meeting where the authors/innovators share their ideas with each other.  At this stage they are in the best position to identify connections between proposals.

Flagship name

The Flagship concept was confusing to many and there was some apprehension towards an assumed meaning of the term.  Some people who felt confused by the terminology stepped back from the process. 

Proposal process

Channels for communication about the proposal process, including FYI, Flagship Center website, and emails were utilized well, especially since Extension staff each have their own favorite places to gather information.  Still there were several comments that information was inconsistent and rumors abounded locally.  

Some participants asked who is eligible to submit a Flagship proposal?  Who is the intended Extension audience for the Flagship communications?  Is the audience only educators, county directors and specialists?  One region in particular felt that all levels of the organization (including community workers, program coordinators, and other hourly staff) should be apprised of the Flagships and encouraged to participate in the process, since local staff are often the ones to publicize and carry out the programs.

Suggestions for Improvement:

· Use a variety of communication methods

· Provide interactive two-way communication

· Inform all levels of Extension staff about Flagship process 

· Clarify who is eligible to submit proposals

· Provide information on funding limits/dollars available 

Generating Interdisciplinary Proposals

The proposal process offered a “protected” training ground for some inexperienced staff to get their feet wet in developing proposals.  Pre-proposals provided a mechanism for groups to explore and put forth program ideas without devoting too much time and effort.  

Many expressed the importance of administration allowing and encouraging staff time to collaborate on cross-disciplinary proposals. Interdisciplinary efforts don’t occur naturally and there is some resistance from staff who may feel threatened sharing their accomplishments and credit in a team environment.

Other comments included promoting opportunities to combine similar pre-proposals, clarifying if all teams were to have a role in all the Flagships, and ensuring the process is a worthwhile learning experience.  

Suggestions for improvement

· Improve communications between pre-proposal authors

· Provide means for interactive, two-way communications between authors as well as with inquiring Extension staff

· More collaboration and communication between pre-proposal authors could have increased participation and input from Extension colleagues. 

· Explore ways to encourage, nurture, and reward interdisciplinary program efforts 

Proposal selection process

The area of proposal selection produced charged discussions.  Statewide there was confusion over who was making the decisions.  Some thought the final campus Flagship meeting (held in Bevier Spicebox) was intended to begin the proposal selection. Additionally there was confusion regarding the proposal criteria and if all criteria were of equal importance.

A few voiced concern about how Flagship proposal authors were notified their proposal didn’t make the final cut.

Suggestions for improvement:

· Clarify and prioritize criteria

· Provide score sheet or checklist on RFP for criteria

· Provide more detailed critique to Flagship pre-proposals not progressing.  Appropriate feedback can help writers learn from their efforts

· Explore other avenues for the pre-proposals that were not chosen, such as submit proposal to another funding source, pass along to the PDO committee, solicit interest from teams, exhibit at an annual conference share-fair

Speed up the process

Participants frequently mentioned the time lapse from hearing about Flagships until the process rolled out was too long.  Various reasons for the time lag included: change in personnel (administrative and program development committee.), the process was evolving.   While there was frustration with the length of time, there often was acknowledgement that collaborative, interdisciplinary efforts take time to develop.  Also, the Flagship was viewed as an experiment; a learning work in progress.  

Suggestions for improvement:

· Establish and communicate a timeline for the entire process at the onset

· Set up a steering committee, with no turnover in personnel, to oversee the process

· Provide frequent communications through multiple channels

· Update the Flagship Center website regularly

Part Two – Communications Advice for Flagships

Communication about Flagships

It became apparent that not all focus group participants knew which flagship program had been selected.  Nearly all wanted to know how the Flagships are progressing.  During each focus group, a significant amount of time was devoted to how Flagships can communicate internally to Extension, as well as (eventually) externally to our audiences.  Suggestions included:

· Multiple communication channels, taking into account individual preferences for gathering information

· Regular updates with consistent information such as timelines, current and upcoming activities, pilot opportunities 

· Email updates should be short and catchy

· Information to be shared Extension wide (including community workers and other local staff).  Whether or not they are involved with a Flagship program, they should know basic information to be able to share with potential audiences.  

· Interactive communications via program websites and My Extension

· Flagship Center website - needs to be up-to-date.

· FYI articles with links to Flagship Center website

· Emails from Flagship contacts with links to Flagship Center website

· Face-to-face presentations at annual conference, team meetings, county director meetings, cluster meetings, regional meetings, youth contacts meetings, etc.

· PDOs, teleconferences, video-conferences, etc

Fostering Extension Involvement in Flagship Programs

Some focus group participants were interested in getting involved with the Flagships

Suggestions on how Flagship can nurture involvement:

· Develop introductory marketing materials to share at local meetings

· Solicit questions and input from various Extension groups

· Define audiences for the various Flagships and tailor marketing approaches accordingly.  It may be appropriate to translate some Flagship marketing and program materials into another language. 

· Diverse audiences also need diversity in implementation and delivery of programs.

· Creating value is important.  Explain benefits of involvement for Units and Extension audiences. 

· Inform staff about different levels of involvement and responsibility, ie. recruiting, marketing, training, etc. 

· Continually solicit input about the Flagships and ask for staff suggestions on ways to facilitate their involvement.  

· Youth need to be considered as a potential target audience.

· Encouragement and support from administration and teams to participate in interdisciplinary programs (time, money, and recognition)
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