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Self-Study Module: Background Information: http://wateroutreach.uwex.edu/4_III_methodsintro.cfm 
Changing Public Behavior, University of Wisconsin, Environmental Resources Center 

 
 
 

Community-based research and outreach – Ethics considerations 
 
 
When facilitating an outreach initiative, educators 
and researchers are encouraged to apply an ethical 
approach to assessing and promoting solutions. This 
fact sheet suggests ethical principles that are more 
likely to lead to sustainable results. 

Collecting information 
Information about a targeted audience accompanied 
by data about social, economic, and environmental 
factors can help refine an outreach approach. 
Conducting these community assessments in an 
ethical way requires selecting assessment tools and 
procedures that provide accuracy and utility; and 
requires applying them with sensitivity and respect. 
Will the research findings be valid to all involved 
stakeholders? Will findings and recommendations be 
timely, constructive, and informative towards the 
issues at hand? Will the study be designed in a way 
that protects the rights of participants to respect, 
anonymity, and confidentiality? 
 
When conducting research or collecting data in 
preparation for an outreach event within a particular 
community, an ethical approach suggests that you: 
 

1. Clarify your personal and institutional 
motives and interests in a manner that is 
open, accessible, and relevant to the 
members of the community of interest. 

 
2. Obtain informed consent (written or verbal) 

from all potential research participants prior 
to each stage of the research process, and 
that you assure prospective participants of 
anonymity and/or confidentiality related to 
any information they provide. 

 
3. Clarify motives and obtain informed consent 

with respect to: 
 

 
 
 

▫ The specific tools or combinations of 
tools being used 

 
▫ The kinds of data being obtained and 

recorded by various means 
 

▫ The ways in which the data will 
potentially be used 

Assess your skills 
To assure that you are applying an ethical approach 
when collecting information, consider whether you 
can: 
 

• Accurately identify ethical considerations 
relevant to the particular type of social 
assessment process being applied. 

 
• Take responsibility to clearly and accurately 

convey personal motives and interests as 
well as the motives and interests of the 
sponsoring organization when gathering 
information from an individual. 

 
• Demonstrate in speech and manner a respect 

for the individual’s right to privacy at all 
times throughout the information-gathering 
process. 

A community-based approach 
Ethical considerations apply not only to particular 
data gathering activities, but to the situation as a 
whole. A community-based approach to identifying 
opportunities, problems, and potential solutions 
provides the educator with a way to integrate ethical 
considerations into the process. Community-based 
environmental education (CBEE) emphasizes 
selecting the education strategy in a way that also 
builds local skills and supports voluntary actions.  
In CBEE, practitioners work in collaboration with 
the community to choose an outreach strategy; to 
consider how and when the strategy could be used; 
and to guide whether the strategy is applied alone or 
in combination with others (Figure 1). The intent is 
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Self-Study Module: Background Information: http://wateroutreach.uwex.edu/4_III_methodsintro.cfm 
Changing Public Behavior, University of Wisconsin, Environmental Resources Center 

For more information about the Changing Public Behavior National Facilitation Project contact Kate Reilly at 1-800-
WATER20; wateroutreach@uwex.edu or go to our Web site: http://wateroutreach.uwex.edu/CPBhomepage1.cfm 

 
The Changing Public Behavior Project and resources are based upon work supported by the Cooperative State Research, 
Education, and Extension Service (CSREES), U.S. Department of Agriculture, under Agreement No. 2006-51130-03749 

to build the skills of citizens to gather, analyze, and 
apply information for the purpose of making 
environmental management decisions (Andrews et 
al., 2002). Successful application of the model 
contributes to the environmental policy capacity of 
the community; that is, the community’s ability to 
engage in collective action that secures 
environmental public goods and services (Press & 
Balch, 2002). 

Figure 1. 

 
 
To ensure that education activities will support long-
term and/or structural change, CBEE considers 
questions such as those listed below (Andrews et al., 
2002). There are no correct answers to these 
questions, but the process of answering them helps 
to ensure an ethical approach to outreach 
interventions.  
 
 
 

• Are the goals of the activity determined by a 
bottom-up process or a top-down process? 

 
• Is the intervention targeted narrowly to a 

specific audience or broadly to whole 
populations? 

 
• Is the locus of control generated by 

individuals or community groups, or by 
marketing agents? (Locus of control is a 
term that refers to the source of personal 
empowerment. Does the person’s sense of 
power to act come from within or from the 
group, or is the person affected by an 
external agent?) 

 
• Is the interest group actively involved in 

creating information and targeting research, 
or is the interest group a passive consumer 
of information? 

 
• Does the intervention build sustainability for 

its impacts by engaging people at different 
levels of responsibility within the 
community (such as property owners, 
political leaders, and the agency that has 
jurisdiction)? 

 
 
 
 

References 
Andrews, E., Stevens, M., & Wise, G. (2002). A model of community-based environmental education.  In T. Dietz & P. Stern 
(Eds.), New Tools for Environmental Protection: Education, Information, and Voluntary Measures (Chapter 10, pp. 161-
182). Washington, DC: National Academy Press, http://www.nap.edu/catalog.php?record_id=10401. Provides further details 
involved in applying the CBEE model. 
 
Press, D., & Balch, A. (2002). Community environmental policy capacity and effective environmental protection. In T. Dietz 
& P. Stern (Eds.), New Tools for Environmental Protection: Education, Information, and Voluntary Measures (Chapter 11, 
pp. 183-200). Washington, DC: National Academy Press, http://www.nap.edu/catalog.php?record_id=10401 
New Tools for Environmental Protection is published by the National Research Council Division of Behavior and Social 
Sciences and Education: Committee on the Human Dimensions of Global Change. 
 
 

 
Community-Based Environmental Education 

(CBEE) 
 

• is locally based 
• works with a coalition or group 
• takes action based on information 
• practices quality education with broader 

groups 
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Water Outreach Education: http://wateroutreach.uwex.edu/ 
University of Wisconsin Environmental Resources Center, 2008 

 
 
 

 
Use the Education Practices Checklist to assess your education approach and resources in advance of pilot testing 
your outreach initiative. The Checklist organizes Best Education Practices according to typical learning situations. 
The purpose of the checklist is to help you to identify areas of strength and to identify gaps in your technique, in 
order to more effectively support learners and to achieve desired learning objectives. 
 
Recommendations are organized for: 

• Web-based education 
• Learning module design and group instruction 
• Education for individuals 
• Education for communities (communities of interest or geographical 

communities) 
• Education for groups beyond the community 
• Free-choice learning (learning that occurs when the individual selects the 

opportunity and resources) 
 
Concepts outlined in the checklist are based on what we call Essential BEPs, developed for the Water Outreach 
project. Learning and best education practices identified through this effort highlight education principles related 
to environmental management, but are broadly applicable. 
 
SOME TIPS TO GET YOU STARTED 
 
For every learning situation, design the learning experience — 
 
 To maximize the goal of the selected outreach or education effort (Monroe, Andrews & Biedenweg, 2007): 

o Convey information – One-way transmission of information in order to provide missing information, to increase 
access to “how to do it” instructions, or to build awareness about a specific topic among learners 

o Build understanding – A two-way transmission of information that aims to engage audiences in developing their 
own mental models to understand a concept. Understanding implies multiple thinking skills such as remembering, 
recognizing, interpreting, summarizing, and explaining (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001). 

o Practice and apply skills – Learners apply or implement a skill, and organize and critique information. 
o Create and implement sustainable actions – Strategies that transform the learner, the issue, the educator, and 

perhaps the organization. These processes allow the educator and learner to work together to define both goals 
and/or methods of the intervention. More than activities that promote understanding or skill building, these 
strategies build capacity for effective citizenship in a complex world. 

 
 To assure that learning takes place (Anderson and Krathwohl, 2001) 

o For meaningful learning to take place the student must be able to: remember, understand, apply, analyze, 
evaluate, and create. Tasks are broadly defined as: 

• Knowledge – the development of intellectual skills, such as recall of data, comprehension, application, 
analysis, synthesis and evaluation 

• Attitudes – considering the manner in which we deal with things emotionally, such as feelings, values, 
appreciation, enthusiasms, motivations, and ways of thinking 

• Skills – practicing physical movement, coordination, and use of motor-skill areas 

Education Practices Checklist 
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Water Outreach Education: http://wateroutreach.uwex.edu/ 
University of Wisconsin Environmental Resources Center, 2008 

 
 

FOR WEB-BASED EDUCATION 

The learning module: Your module 

 Addresses a specific topic that is narrow in scope  
 Follows a logical hierarchy of skill and knowledge 

development 
 

 Moves from knowledge transmission to learner-
controlled systems 

 

 Is self-directed and self-contained (students can 
progress through the material on their own and all 
materials are readily accessible as part of the 
course) 

 

 Has clear and concise directions on how to 
complete the module 

 

 Chunks the content into manageable “bites”  
 Provides a complete demonstration of the concept  
 Provides detailed and consistent feedback for 

practice opportunities 
 

 Makes appropriate use of a variety of media  
 
 
 

FOR LEARNING MODULE DESIGN and GROUP INSTRUCTION 

The learning experience: Your module 

 Is based on and shaped by some form of needs 
assessment and use of a planning model (such as 
the logic model) 

 

 Is designed to focus on a targeted audience and is 
built on an understanding of audience skills and 
interests 

 

 Content and delivery is determined in cooperation 
with the target audience and stakeholders 

 

 Is relevant to and accessible by people with 
diverse backgrounds and influences 

 

 Presents accurate and balanced information, 
incorporating many different perspectives 

 

 Incorporates methods for assessing the value of 
the experience 

 

 Is facilitated by quality instructors who have been 
trained in effective teaching methods and are 
supported by the program sponsor 

 

 Uses creative approaches  
 Values lifelong learning  
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Water Outreach Education: http://wateroutreach.uwex.edu/ 
University of Wisconsin Environmental Resources Center, 2008 

 

FOR THE INDIVIDUAL 

The learning experience: Your module 

 Has a clear purpose with tightly focused outcomes 
and objectives 

 

 Is learner centered, and consequently:  
o Assesses the learner in order to set 

appropriately high and challenging standards. 
 

o Relates to the individual’s level of physical, 
intellectual, emotional, and social 
development. 

 

o Can be adapted to individual differences in 
learning strategies and approaches. 

 

o Relates to personal interests and provides for 
personal choice and control. 

 

o Encourages the learner to set meaningful 
learning goals and to take personal 
responsibility for their own learning. 

 

 Promotes active engagement and real world 
problem solving. 

 

 Enables the learner to link new knowledge to their 
existing knowledge in meaningful ways. 

 

 Builds thinking and reasoning skills – analysis, 
synthesis, evaluation, and problem solving – that 
learners can use to construct and apply their 
knowledge. 

 

 Presents a new behavior or skill by:  
o Demonstrating its similarity to a current 

behavior or skill 
 

o Relating the new behavior to current social 
practices 

 

o Demonstrating ease of adoption in terms of 
time, effort and money. 

 

 Provides a nurturing context for learning, with 
attention to: cultural or group background and 
influences, the physical environment, and the use 
of tools or practices appropriate to learner skills 
and abilities. 

 

 Allows a learner to interact and collaborate with 
others on instructional tasks. 

 

 Provides opportunities for extended effort and 
practice. 

 

 Builds on positive emotions, curiosity, enjoyment, 
and interest. 
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Water Outreach Education: http://wateroutreach.uwex.edu/ 
University of Wisconsin Environmental Resources Center, 2008 

 

FOR THE COMMUNITY (communities of interest or geographical communities) 

The learning experience: Your module 

 Evolves from work with a coalition or group  
 Supports a person who takes responsibility for 

managing or leading the process, and relies on 
quality group planning and facilitation techniques 

 

 Relates to long-term community vision and goals  
 Takes into consideration the community as a whole, 

including: socio-political, economic, historical, and 
cultural influences 

 

 Builds on locally existing skills and resources  
 Is flexible in response to both process and conditions  
 Generates and makes use of data about the local 

condition 
 

 Provides training to increase skills needed to 
accomplish goals identified by the group 

 

 Takes place close to the location where people 
practice a behavior of concern 

 

 Builds effectiveness through linkages to other 
communities, partners, and resources 

 

 Reaches people in multiple ways  
 Provides participants with feedback about the results 

of their actions 
 

 
 

FOR BEYOND THE COMMUNITY 

The learning experience: Your module 

 Builds value for education as part of policy 
development and implementation 

 

 Builds skills for flexibility and responsiveness to 
environmental issues and for facilitating community 
engagement 

 

 Concerning a particular topic – consolidates the 
learning goals for all levels of responsibility 
(individual, neighborhood, local government, state 
agency, federal agency), but adapts the teaching 
methods for each audience 

 

 Matches the target audience to the scale of the 
problem, e.g. training about a locally significant topic, vs 
training about how information about several related topics 
informs policy development 

 

 Offers avenues for participation which are 
competent, fair, and enhance involvement for all 
levels of responsibility 
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Water Outreach Education: http://wateroutreach.uwex.edu/ 
University of Wisconsin Environmental Resources Center, 2008 

 

FOR FREE-CHOICE LEARNING 

 
Describes the elements that contribute to and influence the interactions and experiences that 
people have when engaging in activities that they select themselves; such as when 
visiting a museum or zoo, reading, or satisfying their curiosity in other ways. These 
points are also incorporated in other sections of the assessment checklist, but are 
repeated here for emphasis and because much individual learning about natural 
resources takes place outside of an organized initiative. 

 

The learning experience: Your module 

Personal Context Factors 
 Motivation and expectations – Fulfills the learner’s 

expectations. 
 Interest – Provides objects and experiences that 

relate to the learner’s prior experiences. (Motivates 
the person to pay attention, persist in a task, and 
satisfy their curiosity.) 

 Prior knowledge and experience – Makes the 
learning seem familiar and accessible. 

 Choice and control – Gives learners a choice over 
what, how, when and with whom they learn, so that 
learners feel in control of their own learning. 

 

Sociocultural Context 
 Within group sociocultural mediation – Recognizes 

that humans learn and make meaning as part of 
social groups. The learning experience: 

o Accesses group histories and communities of 
learners 

o Builds social bonds by facilitating 
communication about shared experiences and 
knowledge. 

 Facilitated mediation by others – Recognizes people 
perceived to be knowledgeable within the culture.  

 Culture – Presents learning within a familiar cultural 
setting.  

 

Physical Context 
 Advance preparation – Provides advance organizers 

and orientation for the experience.  
 Setting – Provides a comfortable setting including 

attention to the ambiance and feel of the place or 
situation.  

 Design – Capitalizes on objects in the real world 
(using a familiar object rather than a design to draw 
attention or emphasize a point). 

 Subsequent reinforcing events and experiences – 
Provides enabling contexts that occur in other 
places; weeks, months and often years later. 

 

 
 

Sample Workshop Materials: Worksheets

 
                                            71



   
Water Outreach Education: http://wateroutreach.uwex.edu/ 
University of Wisconsin Environmental Resources Center, 2008 
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From the Changing Public Behavior, Educator Self-Study Module, http://wateroutreach.uwex.edu/SSModuleIntro.cfm 
University of WI Extension, Environmental Resources Center 

 

Guidelines for Selecting a Social Assessment Tool 
 
A growing awareness of the connections between human behaviors and environmental degradation, especially 
non-point source pollution, tells us that there are nearly always social dimensions to environmental problems. If 
the behaviors of a particular group or neighborhood can be shown to contribute to or solve a particular 
environmental problem, then it follows that there is a social dimension to that problem.  
 
Social assessment tools are techniques that social scientists and educators apply to learn more about the social 
dimensions of a particular community. The purpose in employing social assessment tools is to identify the 
characteristics of a community most closely related to its problem-causing behaviors. These social science tools 
can be used to learn more about the following broad characteristics of a community of interest: 
 
 
 

• Attitudes, perceptions, and 
beliefs  

• Economic conditions and 
trends  

• Structure, organization, and 
how local decision-making 
processes work  

• The use and means of 
accessing certain natural 
resources  

• An overall sense of place both 
today and in the past  

• Governmental structure  
 
 
 
 
There are a variety of social assessment tools that can help you learn more about the communities with which you 
work. But which tools are helpful for what circumstances? The Changing Public Behavior Educator Self-Study 
Module, http://wateroutreach.uwex.edu/SSModuleIntro.cfm, offers guidelines for selecting and using one of the 
following tools: 
 

• Background Research 
• Census Data Research 
• Delphi Method 
• Focus Groups 
• Informal Interviews with Key Informants 

• Observations 
• Participatory Action Research 
• Facilitated Public Meetings 
• Rapid Appraisal 
• Surveys 

 
There are many social marketing and social science principles and theories for changing public behavior. The 
tools described below are those we thought natural resource professionals would find the easiest to apply 
successfully. 

Photo courtesy of Robert Korth, UWEX 
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From the Changing Public Behavior, Educator Self-Study Module, http://wateroutreach.uwex.edu/SSModuleIntro.cfm 
University of WI Extension, Environmental Resources Center 

SOCIAL ASSESSMENT TOOLS 
 

Background Research 
 
Reviews existing information about the social, economic, demographic, and historical aspects of a community 
that has been gathered by other individuals and/or agencies. Information can be found in either written or online 
form through local or regional institutions such as town halls, libraries, museums, and historical societies. 
(McDermaid & Barnstable, 2001) 
 
Skills Recommended for Effective Use 
Any experience in conducting library and/or internet research, and interpreting secondary data are helpful in 
effectively completing background research about a particular community.
 
 
Advantages of Using 

+ Uses existing information that is mostly free to access. Web-based materials and search engines in 
particular are readily available. 

+ Contributes towards documenting history and change within a community. 
+ Many types of useful information can be obtained in this way.  

 
Disadvantages of Using 

− Information obtained may be incomplete, out-dated, inconclusive, and/or inaccurate. 
− May be time consuming if information is hard to find and/or access 

 
Tools and Resource(s) for Learning More 
McDermaid, Karyn K. and Daniel C. Barnstable. 2001. Step-by-Step Guide to Conducting a Social 
Profile for Watershed Planning. Department of Natural Resources and Environmental Sciences, 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. pp.13-19: http://www.watershedplanning.uiuc.edu/ 
WatershedGuide.pdf 

 
NOAA Coastal Services Center and the National Marine Protected Area Center. Social Science for Marine 
Protected Areas Web site and PDF file. http://www.csc.noaa.gov/mpass/tools_secondarydata.html and 
http://www.csc.noaa.gov/mpass/mpass.pdf 
 
University of Wisconsin Extension. Target Audience Research Database. http://wateroutreach.uwex.edu/ 
beps/TargetAudienceResearch.cfm 
 
U.S. EPA Community, Culture, and the Environment: A Guide to Understanding a Sense of Place, 2002, (EPA 
842-B-01-003), Office of Water, Washington, D.C. http://www.epa.gov/air/care/library/ community_culture.pdf 
pg. 266 
 
 

Census Data Research 
 
Involves accessing existing demographic and economic data about a particular block, tract, mail code, county or 
state collected periodically by governments. This includes basic statistical information about race, gender, age, 
education, household, marriage, citizenship, length of residency, and employment patterns within the community. 
(McDermaid & Barnstable, 2001) 
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Skills Recommended for Effective Use 
Any experience in accessing and interpreting census data (quantitative/statistical) is useful in conducting census 
data research. 
 
Advantages of Using 

+ Uses existing information that can be obtained for free either at public libraries or via the internet. 
+ Contributes towards documenting history and change within a community. 
+ Many types of useful information can be obtained in this way. 

 
Disadvantages of Using 

− Current census data may be outdated as it is only gathered once every ten years. 
− It may also be incomplete, inconclusive, and/or inaccurate. 
− Census data only counts residents who are documented, legal US citizens at the time of gathering 

information. 
 

Tools and Resource(s) for Learning More 
American FactFinder is a portal to Census Bureau data including the Decennial Census, the 
Economic Census, the American Community Survey, and the Population Estimates Program: 

http://factfinder.census.gov 
 

To see all surveys conducted by the U.S. Census Bureau go to: http://www.census.gov/main/ 
www/surveys.html 
 
Agricultural Censuses— 

• Query the Census of Agriculture:1987,1992,1997 at Cornell University: http:// 
agcensus.mannlib.cornell.edu 

• 1997, 2002, and 2007 Census of Agriculture: http://www.agcensus.usda.gov/ 
 
For more links to pre-existing information: http://wateroutreach.uwex.edu/4_III_Table2.cfm 
 
 

Focus Groups 
 
Focus groups are managed discussions on particular topics (as determined by a moderator) among a small group 
of people who have some characteristics in common as members of the community of interest or a subgroup 
within the larger community. Focus groups allow community participants to actively express their opinions on 
particular issues and in doing so promote community engagement and participation. Focus groups can be useful in 
building rapport and understanding between researchers and members of the community as well as building 
consensus within a group or providing insight into conflicting opinions and viewpoints. (Butler, Dephelps, & 
Hewell, 1995; NOAA Coastal Services Center) 
 
Skills Recommended for Effective Use 
Good facilitation and organization skills are required to organize and conduct an effective focus group event. The 
use of a skilled, moderator is sometimes recommended and can help to reduce biases that might arise as a result of 
a researcher’s often unintended “alliance” with a particular faction of the community of interest. 
 
Advantages of Using 

+ Provide an in-depth understanding of individual/group experiences and perceptions on certain issues. 
+ Good for cross-checking information obtained from other methods. 
+ Flexible, produces a lot of information, and generally requires little time or financial resources.  
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+ Participatory in nature and helps build rapport between members of the community and the 
researcher/moderator. 

 
Disadvantages of Using 

− Can be time-consuming and expensive. 
− May require the assistance of a skilled moderator. 
− Only a small number (6-12) of individuals can be involved at any one time. 
− Opinions expressed might be disruptive to relations in small communities or organizations. 
− Some groups’ cultural styles may not be suited to focus groups, which tend to be very frank and focused 

in nature. 
− Opinions expressed in focus groups may not correspond to actual behaviors in everyday contexts. 

 
Tools and Resource(s) for Learning More 
Butler, Lorna M., Colette Dephelps, and Robert E. Hewell. Focus Groups: A Tool for Understanding 

Community Perceptions and Experiences. WREP128, Partnerships in Education and Research. 
http://cru.cahe.wsu.edu/ CEPublications/wrep0128/wrep0128.htm 
 

NOAA Coastal Services Center and the National Marine Protected Area Center. Social Science for Marine 
Protected Areas Web site and PDF file. http://www.csc.noaa.gov/mpass/tools_focusgroups.html and http://www. 
csc.noaa.gov/mpass/mpass.pdf 
 
Taylor-Powell, Ellen. (2002) Program Development and Evaluation, Focus Group Interviews, Quick Tips #5, 
University of Wisconsin-Extension, Madison, WI. http://www.uwex.edu/ces/pdande/resources/pdf/Tipsheet5.pdf 
 
Thompson, Molly & Elaine Andrews. (2000). USGS Focus Group Manual. Increasing Effectiveness of Regional 
Earth Science Education with Help from a Focus Group. University of Wisconsin - Environmental Resources 
Center. http://www.uwex.edu/erc/usgs1.html 
 
Wilbur, Jack. 2006. Getting Your Feet Wet with Social Marketing. A Social Marketing Guide for Watershed 
Programs. Utah Department of Agriculture and Food, Salt Lake City, Utah, pp. 46-49. http://ag.utah.gov/ 
conservation/GettingYourFeetWet1.pdf 
 
 

Informal Interviews with Key-Informants 
 
One-on-one dialogues with individual community members who are able to provide detailed insider’s information 
and opinions about certain topics. While resembling a natural dialogue, the interview is mostly a one-way 
conversation in which informants do the talking and the researcher listens, taking notes by hand and/or using a 
recording device (with permission). (NOAA Coastal Services Center) 
 
Skills Recommended for Effective Use 
Good listening and note-taking skills are helpful in conducting informal interviews with key-informants. 
 
Advantages of Using 

+ An inexpensive and convenient method of obtaining detailed and useful information about individual’s 
experiences and perceptions in a relatively short amount of time. 

+ Helps in establishing rapport with individual community members. 
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Disadvantages of Using 
− Can be time-consuming to interview large numbers of individuals. 
− Can also be time-consuming and/or expensive to transcribe recordings of interviews, if required. 

 
Tools and Resource(s) for Learning More 
NOAA Coastal Services Center and the National Marine Protected Area Center. Social Science for 

Marine Protected Areas Web site and PDF file. http://www.csc.noaa.gov/mpass/tools_focusgroups. 
html and http://www. csc.noaa.gov/mpass/mpass.pdf 
 

University of Illinois Extension Service-Office of Program Planning and Assessment. Needs Assessment 
Techniques: Using Key Informant Interviews. http://ppa.aces.uiuc.edu/pdf_files/Informant1.PDF (key-
informants) 
 
Taylor-Powell, Ellen and Linda Camino. (2006) Program Development and Evaluation, Probing Questions in 
Interviews, Quick Tips #34, University of Wisconsin-Extension, Madison, WI. 
http://www.uwex.edu/ces/pdande/resources/pdf/Tipsheet34.pdf 
 
 

Observations 
 
An information-gathering technique based on the researcher’s personal observations and recordings of everyday 
social activities and behaviors within a particular community. This method sometimes requires the researcher to 
actively participate in the activity being observed. Participant-observation allows for the gathering of information 
about a community from more of an “insider’s” perspective. (NOAA Coastal Services Center) 
 
Skills Recommended for Effective Use 
Minimal expertise is required to conduct basic observation-oriented research. More systematic observations-
oriented research, however, may require a researcher with heightened observational skills as well as good 
descriptive writing (note taking) abilities. 
 
Advantages of Using 

+ A potentially unobtrusive method of learning more about a community’s behaviors and characteristics in 
different settings. 

+ The actual behaviors of community members as they occur in everyday contexts can be observed and 
compared/contrasted to their perceptions as expressed via interviews and/or focus groups. 

 
Disadvantages of Using 

− Time consuming. 
− Not all behaviors of community members can be observed. 
− It is possible to misinterpret the reasons or motivations for why people act in certain ways. 
− The presence of the researcher may influence the behaviors of community members. 

 
Tools and Resource(s) for Learning More 
NOAA Coastal Services Center and the National Marine Protected Area Center. Social Science for 

Marine Protected Areas Web site and PDF file. http://www.csc.noaa.gov/mpass/tools_focusgroups. 
html and http://www. csc.noaa.gov/mpass/mpass.pdf 
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Rapid Appraisal 
 
Rapid appraisal entails a timely and intensive approach towards learning about the characteristics of a particular 
community. It generally involves both outside experts and insider community members as direct collaborators in 
the research process and emphasizes the collection of qualitative as opposed to quantitative data. Rapid appraisal 
relies on researcher control (observing, writing, analyzing) but engages community members through a variety of 
techniques such as social mapping, asset mapping, and visual methods. Examples include Informal Agricultural 
Survey, Exploratory, Survey, Sondeo, Agro-ecosystem Analysis, and Rapid Agro-ecosystem Zoning (Mukherjee, 
2003). (Butler, 1995; NOAA Coastal Services Center) 
 
Conducting a rapid appraisal may require expert assistance for design, data collection, and analysis depending on 
the complexity and level of analysis desired. When available, however, rapid appraisals can be conducted entirely 
with the help and active participation of outside experts and members from the community of interest. 
 
Advantages of Using 

+ Generates insights and information rarely obtained in a formal survey in a relatively short time period 
(Generally requires between one to six weeks time). 

+ Can be cost efficient, timely, locally relevant, accurate in “telling it like it is” and useful in responding to 
people’s perceptions and concerns. 

+ Effective in addressing outsider biases in assessing communities. 
+ Encourages community participation in identifying problems as well as the planning, implementation, 

monitoring, and evaluations of a particular program. 
 
Disadvantages of Using 

− The principal challenge for rapid appraisals is to achieve accuracy and reliability in findings given limited 
time factors. 

− A clear understanding of the problem(s) is also required prior to conducting a SONDEO if it is to be done 
in an efficient and effective manner that generates relevant information. 

− Provides a good “sense” of a particular situation, however, with limited ability to generalize beyond the 
community members directly involved and interviewed in the research process. 

 
Tools and Resource(s) for Learning More 
Butler, Lorna M. The "Sondeo’" A Rapid Reconnaissance Approach for Situational Assessment. 

WREP127, Partnership in Education and Research. 
http://cru.cahe.wsu.edu/CEPublications/wrep0127/wrep0127.html 

 
NOAA Coastal Services Center and the National Marine Protected Area Center. Social Science for Marine 
Protected Areas Web site and PDF file. http://www.csc.noaa.gov/mpass/tools_focusgroups.html and http://www. 
csc.noaa.gov/mpass/mpass.pdf 
 
U.S. EPA. (2002). Community, Culture, and the Environment: A Guide to Understanding a Sense of Place, (EPA 
842-B-01-003), Office of Water, Washington, D.C. (The Tool Kit, pp. 41-211; Defining Community, pp. 56-57). 
Available online in PDF format at: http://www.epa.gov/air/care/library/community_culture.pdf 
 
 

Surveys 
 
Surveys are lists of questions deemed relevant to a particular research aim that are administered to members of a 
community of interest via either mail, telephone, the internet, e-mail, or a combination of all four. Surveys 
administered via the internet and/or e-mail, however, tend to be the least expensive to employ. There are a large 
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number of companies that provide software for developing, administering, and evaluating surveys entirely online. 
(Andranovich & Howell; Taylor-Powell, Ellen. 2002) 
 
Skills Recommended for Effective Use 
The greatest challenges in conducting surveys involve 1) asking the right questions and 2) getting community 
members to invest their time and energy into thoughtfully completing and returning the survey(s). One effective 
way of generating useful and relevant questions, as well as building community buy-in entails sharing the results 
of an initial survey with members of the community through 1) pre-existing local communication networks, 2) the 
staging of public meetings, and/or 3) holding more specific focus group(s). Feedback gained in the contexts of a 
public meeting or focus group can be used in turn to develop more appropriate and relevant questions in 
additional surveys as required. Last, technical assistance from an individual skilled in designing, conducting, and 
analyzing surveys is often recommended. 
 
Advantages of Using 

+ Can provide a certain degree of understanding of individual/group experiences and perceptions within a 
community. 

+ Useful for moderate to large populations and for collecting representative data. 
+ Has widespread credibility among professional agencies and organizations. 
+ A large number of companies now provide software and support for developing, administering, and 

evaluating surveys entirely online. 
 
Disadvantages of Using 

− Moderately time-consuming and expensive. 
− It can be difficult to figure out the most effective and relevant questions to include in a survey. 
− It can also be difficult to motivate community members to complete surveys. 
− Technical assistance may be required. 
− Surveys are sometimes perceived of as impersonal and tedious on the part of community members. 

 
Tools and Resource(s) for Learning More 
Andranovich, Greg and Robert E. Howell. Community Ventures: The Community Survey: A Tool for 

Participation and Fact-Finding.WREP 123. Partnership in Education and Research. 
http://cru.cahe.wsu.edu/ CEPublications/wrep0132/wrep0132.html 

 
McDermaid, Karyn K. and Daniel C. Barnstable. 2001. Step-by-Step Guide to Conducting a Social Profile for 
Watershed Planning. Department of Natural Resources and Environmental Sciences, University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign. pp.13-19. http://www.watershedplanning.uiuc.edu/WatershedGuide.pdf 
 
NOAA Coastal Services Center and the National Marine Protected Area Center. Social Science for Marine 
Protected Areas Web site and PDF file. http://www.csc.noaa.gov/mpass/tools_focusgroups.html and 
http://www.csc.noaa.gov/mpass/mpass.pdf 
 
Taylor-Powell, Ellen and Linda Camino. (2006) Program Development and Evaluation, Probing Questions in 
Interviews, Quick Tips #7, University of Wisconsin-Extension, Madison, WI. http://www.uwex.edu/ces/ 
pdande/resources/pdf/Tipsheet7.pdf 
 
Wilbur, Jack. 2006. Getting Your Feet Wet with Social Marketing. A Social Marketing Guide for Watershed 
Programs. Utah Department of Agriculture and Food, Salt Lake City, Utah, pp. 36-45. http://ag.utah.gov/ 
conservation/GettingYourFeetWet1.pdf 
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Selecting Intervention Techniques: A Continuum of Choices 
 
A choice of outreach technique is made midway in the process of planning an outreach initiative. It comes after 
you’ve selected a specific behavior goal, and before you implement the outreach initiative. Once you’ve selected 
one or more techniques, it’s a good idea to pilot test them with a smaller group of your intended audience. After 
you implement the outreach initiative, you monitor results, evaluate outcomes, and modify your outreach plan as 
needed. 

Short or Long-Term Change 
Deciding whether to focus on a short-term, specific-behavior change or 
something more permanent requires that you consider how people 
learn and change as you think about what you want to do. There is no 
one right answer, but a continuum of choices. Outreach or education 
techniques can be grouped according to where they fit in a continuum 
of how people learn and change (Figure 1) 1. 
 
The continuum in Figure 1 diagrams a contrast between a content 
emphasis and a process emphasis. Learning theory suggests that a 
process emphasis is more effective than a content emphasis in the long 
term, but sometimes content is what’s missing. Another way to look at 
the continuum is to decide who will be in charge. Will the outreach intervention or its sub-activities be controlled 
by a leader or managed by participants? Either is appropriate depending on what you need to do, but a learner-
centered/ participant-managed approach is more likely to lead to a sustainable change. 

Who’s in charge? 
To build motivation and skills among your audience, you can also select an intervention technique by considering 
how it contributes to stages of empowerment. Does it matter if your audience participates in a process and if so at 
what level – consultative, collaborative, or full responsibility? The more engaged your audience is, the more 
likely the activity will lead to a sustainable result. Each level of empowerment can address one or more purposes 
as suggested by the subtopics in the continuum in Figure 1. 

Using the continuum for planning 
Keep in mind that the significance of each category in the continuum is somewhat flexible. The choice of content 
could be determined by a participant-managed group, for example. Or the leader in a leader-centered approach 
could be one of the participants. Before selecting one or more techniques, clarify your outreach goal in terms of 
its potential impact on your target audience and related individuals. Then use the continuum to check your 
selection of one or more outreach techniques to consider how they will help achieve your proposed short and long 
term goals. 
 
The continuum should be used only to help inform the selection of an outreach technique. Information about the 
audience combined with expert and participant advice serve as the primary foundation for outreach planning. 

                                                      
1 Adapted from several resources including: the National Extension Water Outreach Web site, Background: Outreach techniques for 
facilitating individual change, http://wateroutreach.uwex.edu/CPBORtechs.cfm; Arnstein, S. R. 1969. A Ladder of Citizen Participation. 
JAIP 35:4, pp 216-224; Gonsalves, J., T. Becker, A. Braun, D. Campilan, H. De Chavez, E. Fajber, M. Kapiriri, J. Rivaca-Caminade & R. 
Vernooy (eds). 2005. Participatory Research and Development for Sustainable Agriculture and Natural Resource Management: A 
Sourcebook. Volume 1: Understanding Participatory Research and Development. International Potato Center-Users' Perspectives With 
Agricultural Research and Development, Laguna, Philippines and International Development Research Centre, Ottawa, Canada; Monroe, 
M., E. Andrews, K. Biedenweg. 2007? (approved for publication). A Framework for Environmental Education Strategies. Applied 
Environmental Education and Communication. 
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Figure 1. From informing to transforming: An outreach continuum 
 

C O N T I N U U M   O F   E M P O W E R M E N T  
 

Leader-centered/Researcher managed  Learner-centered/Participant managed 
• leader/researcher active   • leader/researcher facilitates 
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Leader is active: Consultative Collaborative Learner is active 
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