National Teleconference and Webcast "Conducting Community Forums:  Engaging Stakeholders, Mobilizing Communities!"

Presenter:  Carol Lukas.

>> OPERATOR: Good afternoon, everyone.  And welcome to the SILC community forum teleconference.  Today's host will be Mr. Tim Fuchs.  During the presentation all participant lines will be muted.  You will be allowed to ask questions at the end of the presentation.  As a reminder, today's call is being recorded.

Now without further delay, I will turn your call over to Mr. Tim Fuchs.

>> TIM: Thank you, Julie.  Good afternoon, everyone.  And welcome to today's SILC NET national teleconference and webcast, "Conducting Community Forums:  Engaging Stakeholders, Mobilizing Communities!"

I'm Tim Fuchs, operations director at the National Council on Independent Living and I want to give you all some background on our training project and tips on today's call before we get started.

Today's teleconference and webcast is being presented by the SILC NET which is a program of the IL NET national training and technical assistance project for centers for independent living and statewide independent living councils.  The IL NET is operated under a partnership by the Independent Living Research Utilization, ILRU, in Houston, Texas, NCIL, which is the National Council on Independent Living in Washington, D. C. and Association of Programs for Rural Independent Living in North Little Rock, Arkansas.

Substantial support for the development of today's presentation has been provided by the United States Department of Education, Rehabilitation Services Administration, RSA.  No official endorsement of the Department of Education should be inferred.

I want to remind you all as Julie mentioned that we are recording today's call and it will be archived on ILRU's website within 48 hours of the end of today's presentation.

All of your telephone lines are currently muted.  It's just to help us preserve sound quality and of course we will unmute them as you indicate you'd like to ask a question during our Q&A session.  If you're participating by webcast, you also of course can ask questions by using the "Ask a Question" feature on your webcast screen.  Those questions actually come to me and I'll relay them live to the presenter on the call.  Or if it's a comment or question about your question, I'll respond directly to you by E-mail.

The materials for today's call, including the PowerPoint presentation and the evaluation form, are located on our website.  I'm going to give you the url for that in case you haven't gotten it.  Just as a head's up though, these are the exact same materials that were sent to you in the confirmation E-mail.  So you should have them already.  If you have not already printed or opened the PowerPoint presentation, please do that now.  It will make today's presentation much, much easier to follow along with.

If you're joining us over the webcast, of course, the PowerPoint is displayed automatically for you.  So I'm going to give this url twice.  On the NCIL webpage, www.ncil.org/training/communityforums2009materials.html.

Okay, so again if you need to get the PowerPoint, please go there now and do that and also please visit that page and fill out the evaluation form at the end of the call.  As I always remind folks on these presentations, the evaluation forms are very brief and quick to fill out.  We really have done our best to make them as easy as possible, but they are really important to us.  So if you take just a moment to fill it out, we really appreciate it and I will remind you all at the end of the call.  

So with the housekeeping out of the way, I'm excited to introduce today's presenter, Carol Lukas.  Carol is president of Fieldstone.  She has more than 25 years of experience consulting and training nonprofits, government, foundations, businesses and collaboratives.  And Carol's focus is on building the capacity of national networks, strengthening connections between the public, private and nonprofit and helping organizations and collaboratives plan and manage change in direction, structure and capacity.  She is the author and coauthor of "Consulting with Nonprofits,"  "Strengthening Nonprofit Performance," and "Conducting Community Forums."

So I'm very pleased to have her with us today and I'll turn it over now -- I'll turn it over to her now to begin today's presentation.  Carol...

>> CAROL: Thank you, Tim.  And thank you everyone.  I'm pleased to join you for this discussion and excited to share with you some of what I've learned over many years of conducting community forums.

I'll start with a very brief story in the mid 1990's I had the honor of being assigned by the organization that I worked for, the job of studying community leadership in the city of St. Paul.  And I was given one year to do that, and what I learned was that people working in neighborhoods and communities, with families and organizations wanted more than anything a place to come together to share ideas and learn from each other.  As a result of that, we started a community forums program over the next six years I led -- planned and led 68 community forums with various topics and numbers of people and numbers of partners and cosponsors and it was a very exciting time.  As a result of that experience, I coauthored a book which you can see -- this is slide 3 -- called Conducting Community Forums.  The book is located on the Fieldstone Alliance website and the url is listed on that slide.  There are a lot of resources on our website for nonprofits.  We are a publisher as well as do consulting and training and various other community initiatives, but we have a ton of free resources.  So when you go to the website, if you look under free resources, you'll get page after page of tools and articles and helpful hints related to the work you're doing.

So slide 4, today we're going to talk about four different things.  First we'll talk about types of community forums and the importance of selecting the appropriate type of forum for achieving the goals that you want to achieve.  Second, we'll be talking about the kind of resources that you need to put together in order to have a successful forum.  Third, we're going to talk about the nuts and bolts of managing the event itself.  And four, we'll talk about how to get the results you want in follow up action after the forum.

Slide 5 -- the first topic will be choosing a forum.  This is one of the most challenging -- although it sounds simple -- aspects of planning a forum.  Many people jump right in to holding a community forum without being clear about what it is they really want to achieve through the forum and without clarity about whether a forum is the right vehicle to achieve that.  So what I'm going to do is walk you through different kinds of forums and talk about the appropriate goals for each type of forum.

Slide 6 -- first of all, what is a forum?  If you remember reading Roman history, a forum in ancient Rome was a marketplace where business was conducted.  Today the term forum is generally used to describe a public meeting where issues that are important to the community are considered.  So a town hall meeting is a kind of a forum.  Many organizations have forums to help to their planning processes or to understand better the needs in the community.  There are many different purposes for conducting forums.  The potential of forums is that a forum -- by convening people you are using a very powerful tool for initiating change in your organization or in your community.

Slide 7 -- the diagram on this page shows a number of aspects of community health -- healthy individuals, families and community.  Years ago our thinking in our organizations were more -- worked in isolation on these issues.  So there were health-related organizations that just worked on health or there were housing organizations just focused on housing.  And what we're seeing now is a deeper understanding of the interconnectedness of all of these issues in communities -- jobs, health, transportation, education, housing, safety.  So any organization or group of people that's trying to tackle one of them will necessarily get involved in discussion of the inter-relationship among them.  And that's part of the value of a forum because it allows multiple voices and multiple issues to be discussed and the connections drawn between them.

Slide 8 -- so before you jump in to making a decision that we're going to have a community forum, you need to get very clear on what kind of a change do we hope to see as a result of whatever vehicle we use, whether it's a forum or a meeting or a survey or a focus group.  So what is the change we hope to see?  Who needs to be involved for that change to happen?  Do we need 500 people involved?  Do we really only need five key people involved?  And who are they?  And how can we access them?

You also need to think about the barriers we'll face in trying to bring about that change.  Will there be resistance among the people?  Is there lack of information, lack of understanding of certain issues?  And with those three understandings, you can make the decision about whether or not a community forum is the right vehicle to make the change.

So now we're going to focus more specifically on what can be accomplished in community forums.  If you look at slide 9, there are seven different typical goals that a forum can help you accomplish.  So a forum can help increase understanding of an issue.  It can build greater community involvement around some particular change that's going on in the community or around an issue.  It can raise media attention.  It can help bring about change in a system or a policy.  It can create new partnerships in the community.  It can get input from stakeholders and build stronger connections between stakeholders.  You can see it's a very broad range of goals.  A forum is a very powerful event for accomplishing many of these things.

The key is in choosing the right kind of forum to accomplish the goal that you've identified.  Slide 10 shows three of the most typical kinds of community forums and we drew this conclusion -- summed it up in terms of three general categories after leading these 68 forums that we did in the 1990's.  And every one of those could in some way be lumped into one of these buckets.  The primary goal could be either community education, community engagement or community action.  And now I'm going to talk about each one of those and what's unique about them.

Slide 11 -- talks about community education forums.  So the goal of community education forums is typically to convey information to many people at once.  Information flow is usually one way.  The audience is anyone who is interested in the topic and kit be planned and conducted fairly quickly.  It's the simplest kind of a forum to plan and to conduct.

On slide 12 I describe the second kind of forum, community engagement forum.  The goal is to share information but note that it's a two way sharing of information, and to get involvement.  So as the title, community engagement suggests, the goal of this kind of forum is to get people active, to get them connected, to get them involved in the issue.  And the audience is much more selective than in the community education forum.  The audience needs to be people who either are impacted by the topic or will be impacted by the topic.  It's more complex to plan and conduct and it's a little harder to measure the results.  It's harder to measure the quality of people's engagement or their commitment to the issue or the quality of their relationships that were formed during the forum.

Slide 13 describes the third kind of forum, community action forums.  You can see that each of these builds on the prior one.  The goal of community action forums is to share information -- again, a two way sharing of information.  It's to get involvement of people, but also to stimulate some kind of action or policy change.  So at the beginning when you're planning a community action forum, you may decide that as a result of this forum you want to get at least a dozen people actively involved in further planning after the forum, or you want to get a number of people marching down to City Hall to protest a certain city ordinance or some kind of action that you're aiming for to follow the forum.

The audience again is even more selective.  It includes people impacted by the issue, but usually also includes involving community leaders and other involved citizens.  So it's not just a general audience.  There are usually certain individuals that it is really important to get to attend a community action forum so that they can go back and either influence action or lead action.

And the factors that distinguish a community action forum is that it requires significant preparation and follow-up.  It's much more work and takes more time to plan and more preparation.

Slide 14 kind of sums up in a graphic way these three types of forums in a matrix.  And in the left vertical axis, it describes the difficulty of planning and managing the forum, low complexity and difficulty is at the bottom of the vertical axis and the high is at the top and across the horizontal axis it describes the importance of audience selectivity, low on the left, and high on the right.  So you can see community education forums are the least complex, the simplest to pull off and who is in the audience is the least important.

As you move out to community engagement forums, they are more complex, more difficult, and the audience selection is more important.

Community action is high on both of those axes.  So this is just a very quick overview of how I'm defining community forums and how I think about different kinds of forums.  And before I go into further material, I'd like to open this up to any questions or comments and as kind of a trigger question for you, I'd be interested in hearing what are examples of some of the goals that you've had for forums you've held or that you've attended.

>> OPERATOR: Thank you, ma'am.  And if anyone does have a question or comment they'd like to make at this time, you can press 0 then 1 on your telephone keypad.  Your questions and comments will be taken in the order in which they are received.

Again, to ask a question or make a comment, you can press the 0 then 1 on your telephone keypad.

It looks like your first question comes from Mike.  Go ahead, sir.

>> CALLER: Yes, hello there.  Thank you very much.  I'm with the Maryland SILC and the question is not from the standpoint of us already having conducted numerous forums, but it would be towards your comment about engaging the community's commitment or once we have actually conducted the forum in trying to figure out in the end how to come up with our research numbers, what might the community be willing to commit to or even some of the other partnerships that we may have built -- worked to build, gauging their commitment.

>> CAROL: Thank you, Mike.  That's an excellent question and I'll be talking about that a little bit more in terms of preparing for a forum and then follow-up action.  But you're absolutely right that it's important to try to document, first of all, what background research is needed before a forum and then what kind of follow-up commitment there is after a forum so that you can use that to influence whoever you're trying to influence after the forum.  And the methods that you use to do that really depend on the specific topic you're wanting to document.  So it's hard to generalize about that.

What I would invite you to do if I don't address that as we go further through the material, to bring that question back at the end.  If you would do that, Mike.

>> CALLER: Okay, thank you.

>> OPERATOR: Your next audio question comes from (inaudible).

>> CALLER: Yes, I actually don't have any question.  The only point I'm trying to make is I don't have a (inaudible) -- I can see the slides.  I'm only listening through my telephone.  So I just want to let you know that.

>> CAROL: Okay, thank you.

>> OPERATOR: That's the last of the audio questions that I have at this time.  Mr. Fuchs, do you have any web questions?

>> TIM: I do.  Carol, my first question through the web comes from Ann.  And Ann asks what your total number of attendees was at your 68 forums, and if you could give an average attendance per forum? 

>> CAROL: You're asking me to remember back to the 1990's.  (Laughter).

I'll give you the range.  The smallest forum that we did was about 35 people, and the larger forum -- this is one of the forum organizers' best nightmares.  We had planned on having about 150 people.  We had brought in a very well known lead speaker from out of town and we expected about 150 people.  We had a space facility that would hold maybe 175 or so.  We had over 500 people show up.  And we had to scramble to try to -- we didn't want to turn people away, but we had people out in the hallways and we finally got some T. V -- closed circuit T. V.'s set up so they could all participate that way and we recruited some extra group facilitators on the spot and we delayed the start of the forum about a half hour to do all of this.  I guess maybe the average attendance, if I were just to do a rough calculation, was maybe around 50 -- no, maybe closer to 75 people.

>> TIM: Okay, thanks.  That's it for questions from the web for this section.  Julie, anyone else from the phone pop in?

>> OPERATOR: No, sir, no more audio questions at this time.

>> TIM: Okay, Carol, the floor is yours.

>> CAROL: Okay, I think people are just holding off until we get into the meatier material.  So I expect to hear more in a few minutes.

The section 2 on slide 16 is called lining up resources.  It assumes that you've made a decision that a community forum is the right vehicle to accomplish your goals and you've decided what kind of a forum generally you want to have.

Slide 17, for those of you who aren't able to see the PowerPoint, is a cartoon, and it shows two professor-type men standing at a blackboard with a lot of unreadable mathematical equations on both sides, the left and right side of the blackboard.  And it looks like what happens on the left side causes what happens on the right side like a mathematical equation, but in the middle of the blackboard it says “then a miracle occurs.”  And the caption under the cartoon, one of the professors is saying, "I think you should be more explicit here in step 2."

One of the things we have found is that people get very excited about having a community forum and they put out a notice, but they don't spend the time to think through, now, how are we going to really pull this off.  And a miracle does not occur.  It requires a lot of careful thinking to really have a successful forum.  So I'm going to walk you through some of that careful planning that is needed.

On slide 18 lists six steps for pulling off a success full forum.  And some of these may be more or less relevant for you given the kind of forum you're going to plan and the unique goals and the community you're in and everything.  But these kind of fit the generic category of forums.

Oftentimes there is a planning group that starts talking about doing the forum.  And it might be people from your organization.  It may be people from multiple organizations.  It may have community members involved or government representatives.  There is usually a planning group.

Usually someone will -- even on one piece of paper -- put together a concept paper that describes what it is we're trying to do, what this forum is going to be about.  What the goal is, what the forum is going to look like, when it's going to happen and what kind of resources it might take.

I've seen forum concept papers that are 10 or 15 pages long and I've seen half a page concept papers.  And so it depends on how much you have to say, but it's very important to get something on paper so that those people sitting around the table all have a similar idea of what the forum is going to be about.  And that also gives you something to adapt, to incorporate other ideas rather than adapting from a vague notion or a few words that someone threw out.  You know, someone can say I think we should add a couple of ideas under No. 2.  It's nice way to focus the planning group.

The third step is to raise resources.  That could be money.  It could be a lot of different kinds of resources that I'll go through in a minute.  The fourth step is to design the actual forum, the event.  Fifth is to hold the event and sixth is to manage evaluation and follow-up.

So we're going to go through each of those six steps one at a time now.  Slide 19 talks about convening a planning group.  I can't give you the perfect size for a planning group or what representation should be around the table.  That's something that you will need to decide based on your goals and your situation, but oftentimes people tend to make two kinds of miss makes choosing members for a planning group.  One is in efforts to be inclusive, the planning group can get huge and there is value in that, but you need to increase the size with a clear understanding that the larger the group is, the more time it's going to take.  So if you have a tight time line in planning a forum, you may want to have a couple of different groups with different kinds of roles or some way to manage the size of the group.

Secondly, the third bullet under who should be at the table says access to resources, money, time, staff, constituents, policy.  So if the forum that you're holding -- if you're hoping to change public policy or to raise money, you may want to consider having someone that's responsible for decisions about public policy or decisions about money be part of the planning from the very beginning.  So that they start building ownership in what you're trying to accomplish and they -- if they are part of the planning group, they'll also bring constituencies with them to the forum.  So it's a way to make sure that you'll get certain audiences that you want to attend the forum.

And the role of a planning group is I think pretty common sense, to plan the forum, guide the overall process, promote attendance, provide connections and resources and communicate with constituents.  So the individuals that sit on the planning group aren't there just to be passively contributing ideas one hour a week.  They are making a commitment to help contribute the kind of resources that are needed to make the forum successful.

And I've seen groups actually write down kind of the page that says expectations of planning group members.  Where it says every planning group member, for example, needs to be willing to contribute resources.  Now, not everyone can contribute money, but people can contribute their mailing lists or they can contribute a volunteer to work the sign-in tables at the forum.  So it's not always money.  You can do a community forum on a shoe string if you get volunteers and resources that already exist in the community.

One of the biggest contributors to the forums I did years ago actually owned a gas station about two blocks from our offices and the gas station owner was totally committed to helping the community get stronger and he wanted to plan every single forum.  He would advertise.  He would put fliers under windshields of every car that drove through the gas station.  He would bring junk food and put out in baskets at the forum, at the planning committee meetings and at the forum.  He was a wonderful contributor and had a great perspective.

Moving on to slide 20, the second step in preparing for a forum is creating the concept paper.  I talked about that a little bit before this list.  The typical sections of the concept paper, so what the goals are, what issues the forum will address.  This goes to Mike's question at the very beginning where he asked about what kind of preparation/research you need to do and oftentimes if you're trying to address particular issues, they are laid out or at least some preliminary research findings might be laid out in the concept paper itself.  The concept paper describes target audience, partners and potential sponsors or funders, if you're trying to raise outside money, a general picture of what the forum design is going to be.  You know, is it a half day, is it a one day, is it an evening forum, is it going to be a working session or questions like that.  We'll talk more about design in a minute.

The timeline and the budget -- what are the costs?  How much money do you already have?  How much do you need to raise in order to pull it off?  That's the concept paper.  Again, it can be one page.  It can be ten pages.

Slide 21 talks about raising resources.  Every forum requires resources, not all require outside money.  So the kind of resources that you need to think about are leadership.  I'll talk a little more about leadership in a minute, but it's leadership for the planning group and also leadership for the kind of issues you're trying to address.  It needs partners, you know, who is going to kind of step up and be the public sponsor and put their organization or their neighborhood's name behind the forum.  Most of them need some amount of money, if only for food or coffee or something like that.  You need space, a place to hold it.  You need various kinds of program supplies, anything from name tags to flip charts to garbage bags.

One of the most important kind of resources is time.  You know, who is going to staff it?  What volunteers do you need?  And sometimes you need media attention and it's oftentimes good to try to get that interest going at the planning stage rather than waiting until a few days before the event and then trying to get someone to cover it.

Slide No. 22 talks a little more about leadership, community leadership.  This is from a book called The Community Leadership Handbook, which is also on our website, but it talks about the three core competencies of leadership, which are different than core competencies of a leader.  One of the core competencies of leadership is the ability to frame ideas in a progressive and a helpful way.  Now, there aren't any wrongs and rights in terms of how you communicate or frame ideas, but let me just give you a couple of examples and you can -- it could be used to frame the purpose of a forum and you can feel the different impact the wording has.

On the one hand you might say we're going to hold a community forum to hear what you like and don't like about our services.  So that's one way, very clear, concrete.  Tells people what's going to happen.  The same forum might be described differently.  It might be described, we're going to hold a community forum.  We would like you to help us create a vision for the future of our organization.  The activities of each forum might be exactly the same, but my question to you is, did you get a different people from the language that was used in framing the purpose of the forum?

If you think about the really charismatic, powerful community leaders you know, they have a way of putting words together to convey something very clearly, concisely that will inspire people and want -- and make people want to join in or attend or get involved.  The second competency of community leadership is mobilizing resources.  Again, it may be raising money, but it may be condensing people -- convincing people like the gas station owner to get involved and contribute some of the assets that he or she has access to.

The third competency is building social capital, strong community leaders are able to build connections between people, between groups, between organizations and networks and really influence or inspire commitment using influence and not power.  You know, if you think organizational leaders have the power of the organization's name and hierarchy behind them.  Community leaders don't have that.  They have to rely on a different way of getting people -- social capital built around an issue.

So when thinking about doing a community forum, you need to think about who are the many people -- shared leadership is usually the norm -- who will help to make this forum happen?  And think about these three competencies, they are very critical.

Page 23 talks about the fourth component in planning a forum -- designing the forum.  And designing a forum could be an all day training session.  So I'm going to go very quickly over some really complex material.  The design of a forum is more than an agenda, but it includes an agenda.  The design considers the total experience, physical, social, intellectual, emotional, spiritual.  There is a meta-message conveyed through the design that says something like this is going to be hard work, but we'll get through this together.  Or we can make a difference.  Or we have hope that things can be different.  Or we shall overcome.  It's the total experience that the forum puts together to bring about the goals and it helps influence the audience's knowledge, attitudes and skills.

There are three components to design.  I'm looking at slide 24.  One is the importance of pre-research.  This is often ignored until maybe two or three days before and someone says, oops, we've got to get some handouts together.  But in order to frame a topic and prepare an audience forgetting really in-depth in discussion, it's very important to have trend information, some description of the current situation if you hope to change it, or comparative information or just the importance of having even a page of grounding material to orient the audience so they are all looking at the same baseline.

Secondly, a design involves structured activities.  You can bring 35 or 50 people into a room and say we're going to brain storm and then just open it up for brainstorming, but I can guarantee you that you won't come out with as solid of material as if you really, carefully think through two or three or four steps in the brainstorming process and guide the group through those so that you manage all the extraneous topics that are going to come up.  If you're talking about housing, for example, you know that people are going to start talking about transportation and jobs and the economy and the environment and the new mayor and you need to have a way to manage all of those side conversations.

And there are a lot of techniques to use to structure discussion in a forum.  In this slide, if you don't have the slide, you'll be able to see it on the website in 48 hours, but I listed out brainstorming, nominal group process, round robin, story telling, visioning, prioritizing, dot voting.  You can get, you know, just Google any of those and you'll get a lot of information about the specifics if you're not familiar with it.

The third element of design is something that isn't talked about as much, but it's what I call the surprise and delight aspect.  The good forums I go to always have some kind of a surprise element that makes me recognize the importance or how special this event is.  And things I've seen or done have been packing some flower seeds to symbolize how we're going to grow some new ideas and that this is a new beginning.  Some ball loans to help celebrate something.  Some mood music, having a candle that you light to signify that what we're talking about today is -- that we want it to have a positive benefit for our children's children's children for seven generations.  You can have a door prize or do all kinds of fun things, but do some fun things because that's what an audience is going to remember.  It will help them acknowledge how special the event was.

So those are the elements in planning a forum.  We're going to talk about the last two, executing the forum and the follow-up in a few minutes.  But I'm going to pause for questions here.  And my trigger question is, are there particular design elements or techniques you've found to be especially effective in community forums?  So you can share some of your experience can others on the call.

>> OPERATOR: Thank you, ma'am.  And again if you do have a question or a comment you'd like to make at this time, if you press 0 then 1 on your telephone keypad.

And your first audio question comes from Douglas.  Go ahead.

>> CALLER: Thank you, with Caring and Sharing Center for Independent Living.  We are creating a new consumer advisory board, and this is a body that is supposed to meet on a regular basis, at least every two months.  And the concept is to conduct their meetings as a forum for discussion.  And so it's going to meet on a regular basis.  The public will be welcome as well as the members of the advisory board, and I just wondered if you had any thoughts or suggestions about how we should format such meetings, given the fact that they are going to be repetitive?

>> CAROL: Yeah, I'm not sure, Douglas, how many people are on the advisory board.  That may influence how you design those meetings.

>> CALLER: Membership is probably in the neighborhood of 20 to 40.  I expect that, you know, at any given time you may have 10 to 15 people actually show up.

>> CAROL: Okay.  Well, it seems to me that you'll probably have some kind of routine business that you'll want to conduct at each meeting and then you'll need to have some time for a more open discussion or debate about issues.  So you might think about sections of the meeting so that -- so people know if you do the business items at the beginning, people know that they can stay to the business item and there will be time at the end for open discussion.  So that's one concept to think about.

Another one -- and you know my guess is what's going to happen is you're going to get different people attending each of the meetings.

>> CALLER: Yeah.

>> CAROL: Which is always difficult because then there is little continuity and you sometimes have to repeat what happened at the prior meeting because they weren't there.  You may have to set some ground rules about that.  You know, make summary notes from each meeting available and be clear about what you will -- what ground you will cover again and what you won't cover again.

I would suggest that you come up with three or four ideas for how to structure the meeting and since you said you were just starting this up, set the expectation that for the first couple of meetings you're going to try different things and then the group can give feedback on what seems to work best and what didn't work so well.  So the group is helping to shape the protocols for future meetings.  That would be my suggestion quickly.

>> CALLER: Okay, thank you.

>> OPERATOR: And that's the only audio question I have at this time.  Mr. Fuchs, do you have any web questions?

>> TIM: No, ma'am, I don't, Julie.  Thank you.

>> OPERATOR: Thank you.

>> CAROL: Okay, we will move on to the third section which is making it happen.  That's slide 26.  I wops heard someone say you recognize a well organized meeting mostly in its absence, which I love that statement.  A well organized meeting happens so smoothly that you don't even stop to think this is well organized or this is poorly organized, but if the room is too cold or the meeting goes way over schedule or the sound is poor or parking is impossible, you notice the things that go wrong.  So your main challenge in making a forum happen is to do such good preparation and such good on site management of every possible detail that you don't have these kind of problems where the temperature in the room makes people forget the importance of the discussion that's happening.

Slide No. 27 lists some of the -- this is just a checklist for you called event preparation.  In the book, conducting community forums, that was listed on one of the first slides, there is about an eight-page checklist of things to remember when planning and conducting a community forum.  It's literally a checklist to make sure you've done them and to put down who is responsible for each one and by when it's going to be done.  So here in this slide I'm just covering the big items.

We've talked about creating an agenda, but this is where at this stage you've already gotten the overall design.  You have your planning group.  You know what you want to accomplish.  You need to now time it out, and this is when it's so important to do your math.  And one very common mistake that people make is saying, okay, for 15 minutes we're going to brain storm.  And then we'll do some reporting and then for 20 minutes we're going to do this, but they don't leave time to move from a large group into a small group.  And then from a small group back into a large group.  And they say we'll allow just five minutes for reporting, but they forget that there are eight groups that have to report.  And if each group reports for two minutes -- and I challenge anyone to get a group report for less than two minutes, that's 16 minutes just on the reporting.  So without doing the math, you're bound to run over on the agenda.  So create an agenda and time every single thing out, how long it's going to take and time moving people from place to place or from activity to activity.  If you have a ten-minute break in the agenda, assume that it's going to take 15 or 20 minutes to get people back to paying attention.

The second step in event preparation is identifying the resource people that you need, you know, who is going to do the welcome?  Who is going to do any presentations you're going to have?  Who is going to facilitate small group discussions?  Who is going to do reporting?  All of the different people that are needed to pull a forum off.

Number three, the logistics, and I just listed some of them, the date, the time, the place, how you're going to handle registration and sign-in when people come in?  Signage, the directions from the parking lot through the building or from when they enter the front door of the building to the room that the forum is going to be held in?  Access -- does it have -- is it accessible to all needs?  How is the traffic going to flow in the room?  If you have food and munchies and beverages on one side of the room and that is behind where the flip chart is, will people going up to get beverages distract from someone who is working the flip chart.  So figure out flow.  Lighting, equipment, supplies -- think of every possible detail that needs to be organized prior to a forum.

Creating communications materials and getting them out in plenty of time and planning for the follow-up.  Who is evaluating the event itself can be on site or follow-up a week later or a month later, depending on what your evaluation goals are going to be.  Plan ahead of time for reporting so you are able to clearly tell people what they can expect as a summary of the discussion that happened or if they won't get a summary of the discussion that happened.

If you have opportunities for people to be involved in different planning groups or committees or as small group facilitators or recorders during the forum, think about all of that ahead of time.

At this stage you've decided to have a forum.  You have an overall design.  You've created the agenda.  You've kind of planned out the logistics.  In my experience, there is some red flags that usually emerge.  Slide 28 describes seven of these that are typical.

If at this time you don't have agreement on the goals of the forum, if subgroups of the planning committee or different sponsors are still disagreeing about what is it we're trying to accomplish, the red flag -- it's time to stop and resolve that before you go ahead.  This is the time to identify scheduling conflicts.  You're trying to find a date for the forum and some key organization has their annual meeting that date or that's the first day of school and people with kids are going to be attending school in the evening or I don't know what the conflict might be.  Another organization is having a forum the same day.  If it's a holiday or a religious holiday for some faith group, figure out what those scheduling conflicts are early.

If you can't raise enough money and you're short, it's better to kind of post pone it or stop before you get in too deep.  If you have low attendance at planning meetings, there is a -- it's a sign that there is not commitment to the topic and I would stop and try to figure out why the low attendance before you go too far in planning the event.

Sometimes I've had the experience where the person who has been leading the forum planning all of a sudden backs out.  You know, they are changing jobs or they get sick or something, or the person who had volunteered to lead the forum planning turns out not to be such a strong leader and you usually see other results of that weak leadership.  Again, red flag, it's time to stop.

If you're seeing that there is minimal interest among different constituencies that are important to have engaged, stop.  Figure out what's wrong.  If you can't fix it, maybe it's not the right time or purpose to have a forum.  And if you don't have enough lead time -- you might have had your heart set on doing this October 1
st
, but all of a sudden it's two weeks before and you don't have this and this and this done, rather than pushing it through and doing kind of a half baked job, my experience says stop and see if you can't reschedule so that you can do it well.  If you're going to go through all the effort of planning the forum, do it well.

The next slide, No. 29, talks about if you pass the red flags and everything seems like a go, then you're getting ready to hold the event itself.  And I've found that there are two really key roles to pulling off that event, one is kind of on stage and one is behind the scenes.  The facilitator is the on the stage, the coordinator is behind the scenes or off stage.  And there are often two or three people in each of these roles, but it often helps to have one person as kind of the designated lead so that there is one person who is thinking through every detail and anticipating problems.

So on slide 30 then I talk about the coordinator role.  The coordinator is the one who is handling communications about the forum, public communications and communications among all the different volunteers and people who are working on the event.  They are making sure that registration or check-in is happening as it should.  They are on top of materials, equipment.  They are recruiting volunteer helpers and motivating them and making sure that they know what they are doing.  They are taking care of food, facilities and then they are the ones who are putting out fires at the event and they are bound to be fires that happen.  I literally had a fire at a forum.  So, you know, things will happen.  The equipment will break down or 400 people show up instead of 150.  And that's the coordinator's challenge to handle that.

The facilitator -- and again this can be shared -- but there should be kind of a lead person in charge.  They are the ones on stage.  They are not necessarily the person doing the welcome and doing all the speaking, but they have a public presence.  They are introducing people.  They are making sure there are connections between parts of the agenda.  They l trying to remain objective and neutral and they can step in if someone in the audience gets off on a tangent and won't let go of an issue and is, you know, using up 20 or 30 minutes of the forum time.  They step in.  They usually don't participate in the content of the discussion, but they are monitoring the process and making sure that good dialogue is happening and making sure that there is participation from people.  They are noticing if, you know, there are six people in the back of the room that haven't said anything, we really want to hear from you at this point.  And then watching the time and making sure that you're starting on time, you're ending on time.  So this are kind of the energy, the front person and don't get hooked into the content of the discussion.

So in terms of the event itself, that's a real brief summary, but those are the important roles to pull off a forum.  Let's stop for a moment here and check slide 32 if there are any questions.  I just threw out what would you do if you got three times the number of people you expected or if a speaker got off on a tangent and talked 30 minutes longer than allowed?  What have you found -- and you may have a good story to share.

>> OPERATOR: As a reminder, if you do have a question or comment you'd like to make at this time, you can press 0 then 1 on your telephone keypad.

And your first question or comment comes from Mike.  Go ahead, sir.

>> CALLER: First had a chance because my question doesn't really address what you wanted to hear feedback from.  So if maybe I could just hold off for a minute until right before you move on.  Is that okay?

>> CAROL: Sure, let's see if other people have questions directly related to the material.  Then we'll come back to you.

>> OPERATOR: Your next question comes from Douglas, go ahead, sir.

>> CALLER: I am a practiced facilitator.  I have done many, many, many hundreds of meetings and large groups, small groups and all kinds of things, and I have -- one of the things I always make sure that I know is where the kill switch is on the P. A.  Because I have actually had to -- and it's a gentle way without embarrassing somebody, it's gentle way to break somebody who is monopolizing the microphone.  It's a gentle way to stop them because suddenly the pavement system is not working so they stop and you can take a 30 second break.  You can, quote, fix the P. A. system, unquote, and then move on to the next speaker.  And you don't have to embarrass anybody or, you know -- so it's always a good idea to know where the plug is.

>> CAROL: That's a very clever suggestion, Douglas.  Thank you.  I've never heard that.  Other questions?  Or comments?

>> OPERATOR: And your next question comes from (inaudible).

>> CALLER: Yeah, my question really is listening to you very attentively, I haven't spoken at all, but how many persons actually would you need to plan a successful forum?  Because it looks as if there are so many hands in what you're telling us to plan this.

>> CAROL: Well, that's an excellent question.  I mean, theoretically, one person could plan a successful forum, but if you -- it depends on what your forum goals are.  If you're really trying to generate ownership in the community around a particular issue or a solution or a new strategy or a new policy, then the more people you have involved in the planning, the more committed they are going to be to the results of the forum.

So on the one hand having more people involved ensures that you will get more commitment at the far end.  But if you remember what I said when talking about convening a planning group, the more people you have in the planning group, the more time it's going to take.  So there is an advantage and a disadvantage to a large size in the planning group.  One person could do it, but you would get more creativity.  You'd get different points of view and possibly more commitment down the road if you had more people involved.

>> CALLER: Okay, thank you very much.  And my other question is have you had an experience where you plan a forum in such a way that some individuals will not attend?

>> CAROL: Absolutely.

>> CALLER: Okay.

>> CAROL: When it's important to have certain people attend in order to meet your goals, that is an indication that you need to engage them at the very early planning stage.  If you plan a forum and then try to get them to attend and they refuse, you know, you can understand it in a way.  They feel like this is being shoved down their throat or forced on them and we've all been in that position that we don't have any ownership of it, so why should we attend?  Especially when working with community groups where involvement in the early stages of planning is especially important in order to feel ownership, but yes, I have had that experience and where I've gone through the motions of holding a forum even though the critical people would not attend and in my reflex after the fact is maybe it was a waste of time.  That's one of the red flags.  If you know -- if that's happening, stop.  Figure out, you know, is it worth while going ahead without them?

>> CALLER: Thank you.

>> CAROL: Next question?

>> OPERATOR: Now I'd like to turn to Mr. Fuchs to see if he has any web questions.

>> TIM: Thanks, Julie.  I have two pending.  The first one comes from Connecticut and Debbie asks is it a good idea to offer a stipend or anything to the attendees for coming to the forum?  And if so, what?

>> CAROL: I've seen that done when -- that's a real complicated -- it's an excellent question, Debbie.  You know, the case where it seems like it would be appropriate to do that is when an organization is wanting certain constituents or community members or stakeholders to come where the organization has to have them come in order to accomplish a goal of the organization.  The organizational staff members that are there are receiving their salary for attending, but you're asking community members or constituents to take time out of their personal lives, maybe pay for child care, maybe pay for transportation and the stipend can be a sign of respect that we acknowledge that you are contributing to our work and that you are making a sacrifice to do this and we appreciate that.  The stipend -- it's almost symbolic.  It doesn't have to be that much, but even if you can offer ten dollars to defray the cost of their effort, that can be extremely symbolic for them.  That would be the kind of situation where I would consider a stipend appropriate.

>> TIM: Thank you, Carol and I'm going to squeeze in one more question also from Debbie.  And she asks if you're aware of anyone who has used social networking or any other online platforms?  She asks specifically about blogs or go to meetings for forums and have they worked and have they been accessible?

>> CAROL: Oh, Debbie, you come up with good questions.  And you're asking one of the lowest tech people in the world about that.  You know, I have younger staff here who maintain that blogs are community forums and Twitter is a community forum.  And Obama certainly uses social media as a way of accomplishing the three goals that we laid out for community forums -- community education, community engagement, community action.  So I think the answer is, yes, absolutely.  Social media is a newer way to accomplish some of the same goals.  I'm not a social media expert.  My staff just drags me kicking and screaming to write a blog a month.  So I think in certain situations it can be very effective.  The downside is that there is not the human touch and maybe another downside is that it's more comfortable for younger people or more tech savvy people or some people who aren't as comfortable with technology, it wouldn't be useful, but as a supplemental way, a way to get involvement and build excitement before a forum and to support follow-up action afterwards, I think it could be extremely powerful, but realize you're going to miss some people who aren't comfortable using those tools.  I think there could be a new book out called using social media to do community forums.  Maybe, Debbie, you should write that.

>> TIM: All right, thanks, Carol.  In the interest of time, let's go ahead with the presentation and just so everybody knows if you have a question, hold on to it.  If you need to, write it down so you don't forget it, we are going to take one last Q&A break at the end of this final session here.

>> CAROL: Okay, what I'm going to talk about now, the fourth section is getting results, that is, after the forum.  How do you make sure that what happened in the forum leads to something?  And slide 34 talks about planting seeds.  That the first step in making sure you get results after the forum is what you do before and during the forum.  So if you -- if it's important to get certain actions after the forum, you need to make sure your design and your agenda lead to that result.

So, for example, if your fantasy is that coming out of this forum, I would love to have two groups of people that are willing to volunteer some time to work on these issues after the forum, well then you need to have a time and place and way during the forum to generate that interest.  To have sign-up sheets for them to get to even huddle to schedule a first time that they are going to get together to do that.  So to make sure it happens.  If you just collect names at the end and then send out a notice, well, it may happen, but it's not as likely as if they actually get together on the side of the room during the forum, face to face, look at each other and say, hey, let's meet at my office or let's meet at Starbucks.

Second point -- piece of prep work is understanding the key issues before the forum.  So if you want more in-depth work on certain issues after the forum, you're more likely to get that movement after the forum if you've done some of your background work ahead of time.  And third bullet here says prepare research background material to advance the discussion.  So do your homework before the forum.  Do the research.  Gather the statistics.  Identify the challenges that you're talking about addressing and it will be much easier to get people brought into following up on them.

Fourth, allowing time during the forum for creative discussion and interaction.  It's such a temptation -- we tend to in any kind of gathering or meeting schedule all this time for talking heads to talk at a group, but we don't always schedule enough time to do what a forum is really all about, which is interacting and discussing and creating.  So allow enough time for that.

Prepare resource materials for attendees so that when they leave you might actually give them a sheet of paper that says here are five follow-up actions you can take.  Here are five places you can go to get information.  Here are websites you might want to check out.

And then finally what I've had a lot of success doing is before the forum even happens, I'll look at planning committee members and if there are any other sponsors and I'll say would you be willing to lead and host some kind of follow-up action group after?  Excuse me a minute.  I'm losing my voice a little bit.

So that in the forum you can announce, well, Robert has volunteered to convene a group.  So you know everyone who would like to work with Robert on this issue, go over to that corner of the room.  So if you actually have names and faces lined up, you're more likely to get people to stand up and volunteer.

Slide 35 talks about during the forum -- and I've already talked a lot about this, having handouts, where to go, and what to do, convening groups with similar interests during the forum.  You know, everyone with an interest in doing some work on this, come over to this corner of the room.  Having work groups and activities and even a follow-up meeting already scheduled, you know, Thursday, September 20
th
 there is going to be a meeting on this.

And another technique I've found useful is when making commitments for people to do certain things, is to set up a buddy system so they have a partner and they make a commitment to each other for what they are going to do and then that each buddy is asked to call their buddy in two weeks to make sure they did it.  Or having post cards that people write down what their commitment is and they turn them in and you mail them out to people.  You can do this via E-mail a couple of weeks later to remind them of what they promised that they would do.  So these are all things you can do during the forum.

After the forum, make sure that you have actually planned and set aside time to follow up.  It does take time, whether it's writing up a summary report or facilitating some kind of discussion action group afterwards, you need to make sure that there is time allowed to do that and if too much time passes, you know, if a month, six weeks goes by, you've lost it.  So you need to get on it real quickly.

I usually encourage groups to think of things to do immediately after the forum that are symbolic and a quick success.  It can be a small thing, but some success that signals that this forum was successful in doing this and it motivates people to continue working toward the bigger things.

Fourth, communicate -- communicate.  Keep sending out summaries, reminders, thank yous.  Keep the energy going around the topics you've been talking about.  You know, at least once a week if you're hoping to keep people engaged, don't let more than a week go by without some kind of a reminder.  And if there are leaders of follow up action emerging from the group, really support them and find out what they need to keep going in their leadership role and how can you help them.  That's a very powerful tool to spread the ownership for the change or the ideas beyond your planning group.

That's generally the three stages of ensuring that something concrete comes out of a forum.  That you have to do preparation for it.  You have to do work during the actual event.  And then you have to manage activity after the forum in order to make sure that the goals of the forum are accomplished.

And now slide 37 we can pause for questions if there are a couple.

>> OPERATOR: Your first question comes from Mike.  Go ahead, sir.

>> CALLER: I just have to get back to the section with the red flagging.

>> CAROL: Yes.

>> CALLER: There was a section that said minimal interest among the constituencies.  But regarding that is whether if it's something that is needed or something that our organization has a priority for or that we really feel that must be addressed with legislation or something like that, many times businesses, communities in general often will have a great deal of considerations -- will not have consideration for issues of the disabled, especially right now during this time of the economy even though they may not have that situation, they will use it as an excuse anyway, but in terms of conducting a forum for the purpose of educating the community, would we still consider it a red flag situation if the people we're looking to educate are not interested?  And that would be individuals, communities as well as businesses, organizations, the whole lot?

>> CAROL: Yeah, okay.  The forum may not be the right vehicle for educating business leaders.  If your goal is community education, remember back to that slide when I talked about that is usually one way.  There may be a different method for educating them.  I've found what we used to do if we needed to get business leaders involved in an issue, they would not come to like a late afternoon or evening forum.  They wouldn't come, but if we -- we would get -- try to get one corporation who was willing to host a lunch meeting just for business leaders, then the business leaders would come because one of their peers was inviting them which suggested that that peer thinks it's an important issue and they can go and have a free lunch and a business lunch is something that's part of their culture.

What I've been told a lot of -- quite a few forums trying to engage foundation leaders in an issue, again, it's hard to get them to come to a community forum, but they will read a two to three page briefing paper that's more than three pages long, they won't read it.  They'll come to a meeting that has other foundation people, but they are hesitant to come to a meeting that also includes nonprofit people because they don't want to be hit up for money.  So you have to think about your audience.

It was Roosevelt Moss Canter who is a professor at Harvard made the statement that there is no such thing as resistance to change, there is only a poorly planned change strategy.  So I don't know if I believe that totally because I understand what you're saying about resistance.  They just don't want to come.  They don't want to hear it.  They don't believe it's an issue.

>> CALLER: But I do like the quote though.

>> CAROL: Yes, it is a great quote, and it makes you take responsibility for getting creative and thinking more about how to influence them given their culture and what's important to them.

>> CALLER: Thank you.

>> OPERATOR: Next audio question comes from Douglas.  Go ahead, sir.

>> CALLER: Thanks.  I wonder if you have any comment on how to handle forums where you are likely to have groups who are bitterly divided and perhaps the conversation is likely to be somewhat abrasive.  I'm wondering specifically if you have any thoughts about how you should set the room up when you're dealing with those kinds of issues?  And if you have any thoughts about how you should physically set the room up in general for these different types of forums.

>> CAROL: Okay.  I don't know if I would -- if a forum is necessarily the best way to start with bitterly divided groups.  I think I would want to do a whole lot of homework understanding the division and if my goal is to bring them together and get them to engage with each other, I'm not sure that a community forum, a large group setting would be the best way to do it.  What I would probably do is go out and talk to individuals in each of the divided groups and understand more about their issues and their concerns and who the leadership of their group is or who the elders of their group are and try to get those elders or those leaders to help figure out how to bring the groups together.  I wouldn't assume that I understand enough about the division and the culture and the history to do that.

That said, I have done community forums where all of a sudden a bitter division has arisen and it's gotten very abrasive and you know short of trying to give each group ten minutes, for instance, to put forth their position, sometimes what I'll do is say there seem to be two main points of view in the room that are very different and what I'd like to do is divide the group into two.  The end goal of the group whose point of view most closely a lines with yours, and I'm going to give each of these two subgroups 20 minutes or 30 minutes to prepare a five-minute or ten-minute position statement to the full group, so they are working with each other to get a clear statement ready rather than yelling back and forth across the room.

Another thing I've done is a fish bowl where you give each group a chance to sit in the middle and talk about their point of view and force the other group to sit around the outside of the circle and listen and then you put the outsiders in and tell them to talk about what they heard.  There are a lot of techniques for working with different points of view like that.

Room setup -- I think of circles and curves rather than lines.  So chairs in curved, not rows.  I think of tables -- round tables preferable over square tables or cafeteria tables.  It depends on the activities scheduled for the forum, you know, if you want people in small groups or in large groups or in a U shape or in a circle, but the one rule of curves rather than straight lines will carry you very far.

>> CALLER: Thank you.

>> TIM: All right, and I need to jump in here unfortunately we have just ticked over to 4:30.  So we need to wrap up.  If you have any questions remaining, please write them down and send them to me.  If I can't answer them myself, I will pass them along to Carol.  And we'll respond to you.  Carol, do you quickly want to go over slide 38 before we close?

>> CAROL: I can very quickly because these are five -- if you walk away with five little sound bites, these would be the five I would want you to walk away with.  Form follows function.  So don't plan a forum until you're clear what the goals are.  Get by -- and engage your audience early before the forum, subgroups, stakeholders.  Three, do your research, get your background information together before the forum.  Fourth, do your math, work within your resources, work within your time.  And fifth, be creative and make it memorable.  Those would be my closing comments.  I wish everyone great success with community forums.

>> TIM: Thank you so much, Carol.  And thanks to all of you for being here with us today.  Again, sorry to close quickly.  If you have any questions, please send them to me at tim@ncil.org.  And we'll make sure to get back to you.

And don't forget to fill out the evaluation form on the training page.  Thanks everyone.  Thanks, Carol.  We'll talk to you soon.  Have a great afternoon.  
