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�Guidebook – Information Gathering Techniques



This guidebook explains several techniques which are useful for collecting information from customers or other groups of people. This text has information on:



Purpose and use of the method

Guidelines for applying the method

Advantages and disadvantages of the technique

Tips for evaluating and interpreting the information obtained



References are also included for each method, which list additional sources of information for that technique.



Related References in the marketing package



The information found in this guidebook is especially helpful when applying Phases 3 and 4 of the marketing process to gather customer background and needs information.



You may also want to use information-gathering techniques in Phases 1 and 2 of the marketing process to collect information about critical issues and Partnership roles.



Each of these phases are explained in the "Easy�to�Use Guide for Marketing Conservation Services" workbook and the "Partnership Guide to Marketing."







�Introduction







As partnership employees apply the marketing process to promote conservation programs and services, an important step in this process is to research customer background and determine customer needs.



This "information gathering" process will require a commitment of time and resources to conduct the initial research. The valuable insights gained from this investigation can benefit your agency for years to come.



Information gathering research provides the following benefits:



Help you better understand your customers: You learn about their attitudes (who they trust), behavior (where they go for information), and their perceived needs (economic benefits).



Provides reaction of customers to programs/services: You learn how satisfied customers are with your organization and your existing or proposed conservation services. This allows you to verify which programs are valued by the customer before fully committing resources to those programs.



Help ensure the success of conservation programs The facts uncovered by information gathering research enable you to provide conservation programs that more accurately meet the needs of the community and, therefore, are more successful.



In addition to collecting information from customers, you may also find information gathering methods useful when you need to learn more about conservation partners, organizational leaders, or other groups in the community. These groups that you desire information from are called "target groups " or "target audiences" and are referred to throughout this text.



The text explains seven (7) techniques for gathering information from target groups. Read on for a list of the techniques covered in this guide.

�Techniques for Gathering Information



There are various methods which can be used for information gathering. This guide discusses the following techniques. �



�1. Individual interviews

2. Focus groups

3. Secondary information sources

4. Key informants

5. Personal observation

6. Surveys

7. Advisory committees



When collecting information from customers, partners or other target groups you may choose any of the above information gathering methods. You may also find it beneficial to combine a number of the above techniques to obtain the most complete, accurate and reliable information.



The method, or methods, you select will likely vary depending on the issue at hand; target audience to be addressed; and the amount of time and resources available to conduct the research. There is no formula for selecting the perfect method. Methods must be chosen and shaped to meet each information need.



This guide will help you understand and use the above information gathering methods by explaining each one in detail. This text includes the following sections for each technique:



Purpose � explanation of the method and when it is most useful

Format � guidelines for how to apply the technique

Advantages and Disadvantages � pros and cons of the method

Evaluation � tips for evaluating the results



This text also includes a reference section for each technique which lists additional sources of information about the method.

�Individual Interviews



Purpose

Individual interviews are conducted as one�on�one conversations with selected people. This method gathers rich, in�depth information about the participant's comprehension, feelings, emotions, attitudes, prejudices, and vision on a particular subject.



The individual interview method is often used for issues that must be researched in detail, or when individual rather than group responses are needed.





Advantages of Individual Interviews�Disadvantages of Individual Interviews��Helpful for complex issues and sensitive subjects.

Interviews are used for gathering information in “touchy” or complicated areas.�Time consuming: This method requires significant time to recruit respondents, schedule appointments, prepare for and conduct interviews, analyze responses, etc.��Includes reactions  This method allows interviewer to observe the respondent’s emotional reactions�May be expensive.  Interview technique may have higher costs resulting from interview and analysis time.��Flexibility: Provides more flexible structure and broader scope than written or telephone surveys.�Responses can be biased.  The interviewer may intentionally or unintentionally interject his bias into their questions or their interpretations of responses.��Follow-ups. Provides opportunity to ask follow up questions.�Limited responses gathered.  This technique gathers a small amount of qualitative information that cannot be projected to a larger audience.��Alternative to surveys: Effective for audiences that do not respond to written surveys or telephone surveys.���Interpretation: Interpretation can include non-verbal clues like body language, sarcasm, voice pitch, gestures, stance, stare, etc.���

Format

The format of individual interviews may vary somewhat, but most follow these guidelines:



Length: Allow one�half to one hour per

Structure: Follow a discussion outline or questionnaire. However, it is all right not to follow a written outline. In these cases, the interviewee may speak more freely, but may stray from the topic.

Open/closed-ended questions: Use a combination of open and closed-ended questions during an interview.  An example of an open-ended questions is: "Please describe your experience." A closed-ended question is: "Is it fair to say you had a negative experience with this activity?"

Interviewer:  Usually conducted by experienced interviewers. Interviewers must be skilled at building rapport with respondents and able to examine feelings and reactions.

Location:  Can be conducted nearly anywhere, although a quiet spot which eliminates interruptions is preferred. Interviewing someone at their home or office works bests.

Equipment:  Tape recorder is helpful, but not necessary. Tape recording the sessions allows the interviewer to concentrate on the interaction; and allows for better analysis of the interview at a later time. However, taping a session sometimes inhibits responses as well as extending the time it takes to analyze the interview.

Other � Respondents should be assured of anonymity and given an explanation of how the results will be used.



Evaluation

Individual interviews gather qualitative information. The subjective nature of the responses and small number of interviews require careful interpretation of the results.



Play back the taped sessions and listen carefully to the responses. Avoid making broad generalizations without further quantitative research confirmation, perhaps by using additional information gathering techniques.



CHECKLIST FOR INTERVIEWS



( Research the subject to be discussed before the interview.

( Educate yourself about the person you will be interviewing.

( Prepare interview questions in advance.

( Inform respondent in advance of the kind of questions to be asked.

( Use a tape recorder during the interview and take notes.

( Ask a combination of open and closed-ended questions, sometimes being specific.

( Ask for explanation/clarification when needed.

( Ask one question at a time, and use follow�up questions when needed to further examine the response.



�Focus Groups





Purpose

Focus groups are facilitator�led discussions, which gather information about attitudes and behavior from small groups of people.



The number of focus groups needed to gather the appropriate information depends on your needs and resources. If the responses seem similar from one group to another, then two to four sessions may be enough. If perceptions vary, additional groups may be necessary.



�Format

Focus group interviews usually follow these formats:



Size: Each group includes 8 to 10 participants, or respondents.

Length of Time: 1 1/2 to 2 hours.

Structure:

Follows a discussion outline. The discussion outline includes an "agenda of topics" to keep discussions on track. 

Uses a moderator to lead the group.

The moderator should be skillful at handling group processes, and should keep the session on track while allowing respondents to talk freely and spontaneously. The moderator also questions the group for insights as new topics emerge.

Participants:

When selecting participants for focus groups include �individuals who:

Are typical of the target audience and who represent subgroups within that audience.

Are newcomers to focus groups, allowing for more spontaneity and eliminating "professional" respondents who may lead or monopolize discussions.

Do not know the subject of the sessions in advance and do not know each other. Knowing the subject allows them to form ideas ahead of time, and knowing others in the group may inhibit individuals from talking freely.

Are from similar socioeconomic status groups. When income and educational backgrounds are roughly the same, people are likely to speak more freely, than when there are large differences.







�

�Advantages of Focus Groups�Disadvantages of Focus Groups��Requires less time and expense: Information is collected from more people quicker and at less cost than individual interviews.�Limited number of responses: The small number of respondents used in this method limit generalizing responses to a larger population.��Allows follow�up: This method allows clarification and follow�up questions when more detailed data is needed.�Difficult to select right participants: Participants may not be truly representative of the desired target audience.��Promotes creativity: Participants in the group build on each other’s ideas, which results in the birth of new ideas.�Responses may be influenced or biased: The group format may cause responses of individuals to be influenced by dominant or opinionated members of the group; it is not a true individual response. The moderator may also bias results.��Flexibility: This method can be used in a variety of settings and to discuss a number of topics.�Interviewer may overstate importance of responses: The immediate nature of the responses may cause the interviewer to put more faith in responses than appropriate.��Verbal format: This method only requires conversation so it works well with target audiences that do not read well.�Some responses can be difficult to analyze: Open�ended responses can be difficult to summarize and interpret, so evaluating some results may be challenging.��Easier to evaluate results: Results are easier to understand since they are in the words of participants.���Varied input: Participants can be diverse so you can involve different target groups at different times.���

Checklist for Conducting Focus Groups



( Recruit respondents.

( Prepare discussion questions: both open�ended and closed questions. 

( Select and brief moderator.

( Arrange for facility and tape recorder.

( Conduct the session.

( Use the "nominal group process" to ensure full participation.

( Analyze interview and make note of results.



�Secondary Information Sources



Purpose

The secondary information sources method simply means collecting information that has already been published.



This technique is most often used to supplement and validate information obtained by more direct methods. (More direct methods could include focus groups, individual interviews, surveys and observation).



The most common sources of secondary information include census data, agricultural experiment station bulletins, journal articles, state reports, and newspaper and magazine articles.



Format

To make use of secondary information sources, simply collect published documents regarding the issue or subject to be researched.



There are three major sources of published, secondary information:



1. U.S. Census

2. College and university publications

3. Professional journals, papers, and magazine articles



�Advantages of Secondary Information Sources�Disadvantages of Secondary Information Sources��Data is readily available: The information is readily available at minimal cost and effort, since it can be obtained through library systems and agencies.�Data may require sorting and correlating: The information obtained may require additional processing.��Data covers broad range of topics: Information found in secondary sources covers a broad spectrum of subjects that might be difficult to collect directly.�No individual responses: This method does not reveal individual values or beliefs.��Supplements other techniques: Data from these sources can answer some questions you would otherwise have to ask in individual interviews, etc.�May provide too much data: The quantity of data found on a topic may be overwhelming.���Limited local data: The information may not be restrictive enough to apply to your local communities.���Data may not be current: The documents or studies may not be current.��

United States Census

Two major census publications our agencies/organizations use are: the Population Census, which the Department of Commerce publishes every ten years (1970, 1980, 1990, etc.) and the Census of Agriculture, which Commerce publishes every 5 years (1982, 1987, 1992, etc.). For decades, these censuses have provided reliable information of population characteristics and trends at the national, state and county levels. Past population censuses also provided "census tract" data that describe smaller populations, but only in urban areas. However, the 1990 census has been improved by adding "rural block" data, which provides smaller population figures for rural areas. Rural block data is available on Compact Disks (CDs). These CDs cost about $150 per state. Rural block data provides for the first time a variety and richness of information for small blocks of rural areas that range from the average mortgage payment, to income, to family ancestry, to the number of cars per family, to the number of toilets per house.



The U.S. Census provides demographic, employment, occupational, and income data. Examples of data provided at the county level includes:

Population size

Age and sex distribution m Educational characteristics

Migration data

Occupational distribution

Employment by industry

Family characteristics E Income distribution



For years ending in 2 and 7 (i.e., 1967, 1972, 1977), city and county data books summarize economic, demographic, and governmental services for counties and cities with populations greater than 25,000. There are also numerous special reports on agriculture, mining, etc.



Note. One drawback of census data is that it is often outdated, the information is updated only every 5 or 10 years, and it is usually published two years late.



College and University Publications

Departments of agriculture, economics, sociology, as well as Cooperative Extension Service and Agriculture Experiment Stations are excellent sources of published data. Many college and university libraries are also depositories for reports generated by universities, government and private industry.



You may be surprised at the number of specialized studies conducted by professors and students which directly apply to your issue. Make a contact with someone in one of these departments. This relationship may help both of you.



Professional Papers, Journal, and Magazine Articles

Another great source of secondary information is professional journals and papers presented at conferences and other professional meetings. This source can also include newspaper and magazine articles.



Evaluation

"Don't believe everything you read" is good advice. Secondary sources should be evaluated just as primary data is examined. Corroborate the information by using as many sources as feasible, given your time and resources.



�References



Guide to Social Assessment, Kristin Branch, (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1984).

U.S. Census Reports, (U.S. Bureau of Census, Washington, D.C.).

�Key Informants



Purpose

The "key informant" method obtains information from community residents who are in positions to know the community well. This information gathering technique uses an intense and personal format for gathering information from community knowledgeables.



The key informant method is an excellent way to recover information about past events, and to gather facts about the individual or group actions which affect the community.



The key informant method is especially useful to:

Obtain a better knowledge of minority viewpoints, majority opinions, and silent majority opinions.

Involve citizens in public problem solving who would be less inclined to answer a questionnaire.

Raise citizen consciousness about a community problem.

Indicate to community leaders that your organization wants to learn their positions or goals.



Format

Participants select informants:

This method is based on maintaining an open relationship with the person, or persons, selected to be the informant. The key informants must have a broad knowledge of the community, its infrastructure, services and people.



Refer to your target audience and marketing objectives to help determine the most appropriate kind of person(s) to act as key informants. People to consider include:



landowners

landusers

school leaders

elected officials

agribusiness managers

government agents

church leaders

agricultural dealers



and other persons representing a variety of life styles, ages, viewpoints, or ethnic backgrounds.



Few people in a community will be able to speak about every subject; therefore, you should clearly define the target audience to be addressed and the subject to be researched before selecting informants.



Structure:

A variety of methods can be used when working with a key informant. They include:

Questions can be developed in advance, as on a questionnaire or outline;

The approach can be totally unstructured and spontaneous;

Other information gathering techniques can be used in conjunction (surveys, personal observation, focus group, etc.).

Evaluation:

This method may require time to build a strong relationship between the investigator/planner and the informant, but the value of the key informant method is the richness and depth of the data resulting from the communication and trust that develops.



The quality of the results is dependent on:

The ability of the informant to accurately perceive and communicate the information needed.

The skills of the investigator in extracting this information from the informant and interpreting its significance.



References



Needs Assessment Approaches: Concepts and Methods, George J. Watheit, Robert A. Bell, and John J. Schwab. (Rockville, MD: National Institute of Mental Health, 1977).



Informant Research As A Means Of Public Involvement, Thomas J. Makowski, 1984.



Local Sources:

People trained in sociology, anthropology, or ethnography � found at colleges and universities or through local libraries and museums.



Informed local people including officials, religious leaders, bankers, school administrators, community elders, and ethnic group leaders, professionals � or others who have the respect and acceptance of residents.

�

�Advantages of Key Informants�Disadvantages of Key Informants��Obtains community "insider" view: Provides the opportunity to build rapport and trust with someone inside the community and thus obtain an insiders' view.�Can be time consuming: Requires time and skill to select best informants and build a trusting relationship.��Obtains more detailed data: Promotes greater depth of understanding about underlying causes or reasons regarding community responses. Can provide historical information.�Data can be influenced: The personal relationship between the investigator and informants may influence the data obtained.��Permits clarification of data: Allows interviewer to examine and clarify ideas.�Informants may bias data: Informants may misrepresent the views of the population at large.��Can be combined with other techniques: This method works well in conjunction with other information gathering techniques such as personal observation, focus groups and surveys.�May create jealousy or resentment: Community members whose opinions are not solicited may feel left out or resentful.��Involves the community directly: The method can be conducted by community volunteers thereby increasing citizen awareness and participation�Analysis of data may be difficult: The data may be difficult to interpret unless it is well organized as it comes in.���Data also needed from other information gathering methods: To accurately represent the total community requires the use of other methods as well.���May omit part of the target audience: Few people can sense the needs and concerns of all people, even those within a limited target group; and less visible members may be overlooked by the informant.��





















�

Personal Observation



Purpose

Personal observation is a method in which the investigator attempts to view the world through the eyes of the target group. This is done by systematically observing their behavior, by recalling past observations, or by reinterpreting previous experiences.



Personal observation is especially useful in the following situations:

To determine the effects of a proposed conservation program on community landowners, landusers, or other residents.

To identify misunderstandings and objections of local residents and thereby anticipate obstacles to program implementation.

To find new solutions to natural resource 	management problems.

To learn how minorities or culturally different people feel about conservation programs, and find acceptable ways of involving them in problem solving.



Format



Selecting the observer:

The best candidate for an observer is someone who is:

Informed about the issue(s) at hand

Familiar with the target audience



Field office personnel, especially those with a long tenure in a particular community, may make good observers.



Structure:



When using the personal observation method, the information may be collected in a number of ways, including:

watching, listening, and documenting 	what's seen and heard

asking questions and entering into discussion

sharing activities with residents and noting 	comments, behaviors, and reactions

by a combination of the above



Evaluation:

The great usefulness of this technique is its natural style and flexibility which, over time, can build sufficient trust to reveal insights that might otherwise not be obtained.



It is essential, however, that observation and documentation be carried out in an objective, careful, and methodical fashion so that the information obtained is free from bias and relevant to the circumstances.



References:

Field Research: Strategies for a Natural Sociology, Leonard Schatzmann and Anselm L. Strauss, (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall Inc., 1973).

Research Methods in the Social Sciences, David and Chava Nachmias, (New York: St. Martin's Press Inc., 1981).



Participant Observation: A Methodology for Human Studies, Danny L. Jorgensen, (Newbury Park, CA: Sage Publications, Inc., 1989)



Local Sources

College or university departments of anthropology, sociology, history, etc.



Books and articles written by participant-observers describing field experiences.



Advantages of Personal Observation�Disadvantages of Personal Observation��Conducted in observer’s everyday environment: This creates a more comfortable atmosphere which promotes normal behavior.�Investigator has less control: Since observations are made in the natural environment, the observer Has less control over the situation.��Can be less time consuming: The amount of time needed to collect and analyze the data may be minimal.�Accurate results can be difficult to obtain: If the group is aware they are being observed, resulting behavior may be affected.��Takes advantage of investigator’s experience: The investigator may already have experience with groups similar to the target group being observed.�Observations may not include entire population: Observations may not be valid for the entire target population unless a plan is followed to ensure all groups are represented.��Can be combined with other techniques for better data quality: This method works well with other information gathering techniques including survey, key informant, and focus groups.�May require training: The observer may need training in the skills to systematically collect and analyze observational information.��Flexibility of Style: Observations can be organized in advance to focus on the issue and make data more quantifiable, or the opposite used where no preconceived restrictions are placed on observations.�Observer may bias or limit results: Observer may interject bias into the results or limit the information obtained by omitting some group perceptions.��Obtains in-depth responses: A small number of people are observed to gather detailed information about the group. Long term systematic observations can document changes in behavior.�Results may be difficult to use: This method may generate a large amount of information which is difficult to organize, quantify, and use.���Does not generalize to a larger population: This method does not usually yield a large population sample from which broad generalizations can be made.��





�Surveys



Purpose



Surveys are used to gather individual responses to questions about attitudes, beliefs, intentions, and behaviors. This technique is unique in that it is the only information gathering method �� other than talking to every single community member �� which has the potential of representing all people in an area.



In this respect a survey is a relatively inexpensive way to gather information from a large number of people in a short period of time.



The focus of the survey must be kept in mind, and questions limited to specific and clearly defined informational needs. For example, a survey could be used to:



Gather information on citizen knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, and opinions about specific natural resource management problems. 

Solicit reactions, proposed solutions and recommendations from citizens regarding project goals and objectives. 

Identify alternative solutions to resource problems. Identify sources from which target groups get their information, and the level of trust for each source. 

Raise awareness of stakeholders regarding resource problems and the efforts being made to solve the problems.

Determine the attitudes of citizens regarding spending public funds for resource management.

Identify previous behavior of citizens regarding involvement in conservation actions. (This might include the amount of time or money they've spent on conservation activities).



Format



Most surveys are conducted on a small group of people which can act as a sample of the total population. However, a survey can also be administered to everyone in a community or organization to provide each person with an opportunity to express themselves.



The most commonly used survey methods are:



person�to�person interviews

drop�off and pick�up questionnaires

mail�in questionnaires

telephone surveys

computer assisted telephone interviews



Note. - The results of a survey are most valid and reliable when combined with another method (such as focus groups) which provides an interactive response.



Sampling



A representative survey is based on the assumption that a small number of people usually respond much the same as a larger number of people. The smaller population is called the sample. Not only is the information you get from a sample fairly accurate, but it also costs much less to survey 350 people than it would 2,500. To properly represent a population, your sample size is a proportion of the total population. You randomly select the sample by making sure that every person in the population has an equal chance of being chosen for the sample.



For the sample sizes in the following table, there is a + or � 5% margin of error. This means that if 65% of the sample answered a question "yes," then if you asked the entire population the same question, from 60% to 70% would answer the question "yes." Using a sample size smaller than those shown in the table gives you a wider margin of error, while a bigger sample has a smaller margin of error.



Population Size�Sample Size��100�80��400�200��800�267��1500�316��5,000�370��10,000�385��50,000�397��500,000,�800,��over: I: million�1100��

There are different types of samples. A stratified sample is when you divide the total population into different groups. To survey people, who live in a rural area, you would exclude anyone living in an urban area. You then take a random sample of only those people living in the rural area. For example, 2,000,000 people live in a county, but there are only 50,000 people who live in the rural area of the county. Based on the table, you would randomly select 397 people from those living in the rural area.



Questionnaire Design



Questions should be clear, inoffensive, unbiased, and free of slang or acronyms. Use simple, neutral words that your reader understands. You should avoid using overlapping categories. You need to give respondents an opportunity to answer "don't know. Pre�test the survey with 10 or more people so you can receive comments on the design of the survey as well as the wording of the questions before you go public.



When you are designing questions, think about how you are going to evaluate responses. Open-ended questions (e.g., What do you think of no�till?) give respondents the opportunity to say anything, but responses can be difficult to analyze. Closed questions force respondents into a fixed answer (e.g., Do you have a no�till drill? ( yes / ( no). These are easier to code and to summarize, but you may be missing valuable information. A third option is to have partially closed questions. Partially closed questions provide structure, but also allow flexibility: 



Your no�till drill was: 

( purchased new

( purchased used

( modified from existing equipment

( don't have a drill

( other ______________________





Closed, open, and partially closed questions can each be used, but their suitability depends on the type of information you want.



Assistance 

�Conducting surveys can be a formidable challenge. Ask anyone who has done them. College classes on surveys can take several semesters to complete. Even after adequate academic training, the day-to-day job of conducting and analyzing a survey results in many unforeseen problems and time delays that must be dealt with in a professional manner. Consider consulting with a professional before conducting a market survey or hiring a professional to conduct the survey for you.



Evaluation



If a survey is well designed and implemented, the results can be summarized and then generalized to apply to a larger population.



References



Research Methods in the Social Sciences, David and Chava Nachmias, (New York: St. Martin's Press Inc., 1981).



Mail and Telephone Surveys. The Total Design Method, Don A. Dillman, (New York, NY: John Wiley and Sons, 1978).



Local Sources:



College and university departments of sociology, community development, marketing, extension.



Review actual community surveys that have been conducted in your area.

�



Advantages of Surveys�Disadvantages of Surveys��Flexibility: Questions can range from structured yes�no�undecided responses to unstructured, open�ended responses.�Difficult to obtain truly random samples: Samples must be carefully selected to ensure accurate statistical meaning.��Less expensive: Volunteers may be able to conduct the survey, or records and data may exist from which to draw information.�Incorrectly designed survey yields inaccurate results: A good survey design is critical to obtaining valid results. Questions and response categories must be carefully selected to prevent misunderstandings by respondents.��Small sample can yield large results: If correctly applied, a small randomly selected sample can provide accurate information about a larger population.�Requires time and expertise: Certain skills are required to develop the survey, train interviewers, conduct interviews, and analyze results.��Can adjust techniques to fit needs: You may choose from mail�in, telephone and personal interview surveys as appropriate to fit budget and information needs.�Scope is somewhat limited: The resulting data may be limited since surveys are not interactive and cannot obtain underlying reasons and causes.��Can include everyone in decision making: This method can be used to survey an entire population and thereby allows everyone to be included in decision making.�Opposition to surveys: Some people oppose surveys because of recent and continuous misuse, and overuse, of the method. Minorities, in particular, may feel they have been surveyed to death with few results.��Records opinions, attitudes and knowledge: A survey can record past behaviors and beliefs, which is often the best predictor of future behavior.�Invasion of privacy: Some people are reluctant to participate in surveys because they do not want their privacy invaded.��Quick analysis: Faster, more powerful computers enable researchers to quickly code and analyze the data.���









�ADVISORY GROUPS AND TASK FORCES



Purpose



Advisory groups and task forces are committees formed, typically for a limited amount of time, to accomplish a specific goal.



Reasons for forming an advisory group or task force might include:

To generate new ideas

To advise and to make recommendations on programs and projects

To carry out a specific task

To represent the ideas and attitudes of a 	community, group, or organization



Advisory groups and task forces can be invaluable to the information gathering process. They are especially useful for:



Selecting the best information gathering 	method for a particular target group.

Building community awareness of specific problems.

Identifying various groups, or stakeholders, who should be involved in gathering information on customer needs.

Building support for previously unpopular 	solutions to resource management problems.

Determining potential obstacles and objections to the implementation of programs.

Determining whether proposed recommendations or policies would be acceptable to target audiences.

Providing technical assistance or giving advice.



Format



Because advisory groups and task forces are formed in a variety of ways, a number of things should be considered in advance:



Composition and Selection

Members can be paid experts, lay persons, or a combination of both. Consider the advantages and disadvantages of each person to the function of the group.



When selecting members for the group, they may be:



Invited to participate because of unique skills or background

A volunteer

Nominated or elected

Selected by a combination of the above



Purpose

The purpose of the group can be for information dissemination, information collection' planning, advising, policymaking, decision making, technical assistance, building support, or creating public awareness.

�

Advantages of Advisory Groups/Task Forces�Disadvantages of Advisory Groups/Task Forces��Brings together members from diverse backgrounds: This method provides an opportunity to involve professional and lay people in one group with a common goal.�Requires time to organize, plan and train members: It can require considerable time to maximize the skills of group members and develop an effective team.��Promotes creative problem solving: Lay people may find alternatives overlooked by the experts. Local residents may possess knowledge, particularly about the physical and social environment in which they live, that outside professionals lack.�Requires skilled facilitator or leader: Success of the group depends largely on having an effective leader who keeps the group on track.��Allows community involvement: Increasing numbers of residents are demanding to be involved in conservation planning, and this allows them to be included. Participating in an advisory group can also be an antidote for feelings of alienation, futility, and powerlessness.�May create frustrations: Participants may become frustrated if they feel their advice is never taken or that they are not contributing to the group.��Improves program chances for success: By involving community members in the planning process you increase the chances for successful program implementation.�Members may not accurately represent community Without careful selection members of the group may not represent all points of view or all members of the community.��Takes pressure off the experts: They are no longer required to "have all the answers.�May threaten decision-makers: Board members, technical experts, and others in formal organizational roles may feel threatened by the group.��Solidifies relationships: Working together as a group helps build and solidify relationships between professionals, special interest groups and lay people. This results in removal of communication barriers and increased mutual trust�Group members may be overloaded with work: Sometimes there is a tendency to overload advisory groups with busy work.���Sometimes regarded as only means for obtaining citizen input It's important for everyone involved to remember that this is only ONE of several methods to obtain public participation.��

Duration

Decisions need to be made on the beginning and end of the group's existence. The member’s length of service needs to be determined.



Method of operation

The group decides whether meetings are regular, frequent, or occasional; run by mail, conference telephone calls, or a combination of these.



�Motivation and reward

Members need to assume responsibilities for implementing action plans. The leadership should consider rewarding members for their activities.



Leadership

Leadership can be elected by the membership, appointed by those seeking their advice, or achieved by some previous task.



Evaluation



Advisory groups need to establish clear, measurable goals and timelines. They then need to address whether or not they have attained these goals. A midstream correction is possible and even positive, since it indicates group reflectiveness or self�assessment. Evaluations tend to lead to honest appraisals in setting realistic goals.



�Conclusion



The seven information gathering techniques covered in this guidebook offer alternatives for collecting data from customers or other groups in the community. For more information about a technique refer top the texts listed in each of the “Reference” sections.





�Now that you have learned the techniques, their use, and the advantages and disadvantages of each, you can apply this knowledge to conduct market research in your district. Remember that it’s often desirable to select a combination of information gathering methods to obtain the most complete and accurate data.



By using these techniques to collect valuable information from selected target audiences in the community, you will develop a better understanding of that audience. You will learn about their backgrounds, beliefs, attitudes and needs and you will then be a better judge of the types of conservation programs which will meet those needs. This knowledge will help you to develop, implement, and market more successful conservation programs.



References For This Text



Some techniques described in this guide are from the text Coping with Growth, Lorna M. Butler and Robert E. Howell (Western Rural Development Center: Corvallis, OR, 1980.

�  Direct mail is another information gathering technique not covered in this text. Please refer to the “Guide to Direct Mail” for details about this techniques.
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Obviously a man’s judgement cannot be better than the information on which he has based it.



- Arthur Hays Sulzberger



Duties of the Focus Group Moderator



The main purpose of a focus group moderator is to monitor and guide the discussion.  The moderator does not have to be an expert on the topic to be discussed, but should be able to do the following:

Avoid showing reactions to 	remarks or influencing opinions.

Remind participants there are no right or wrong answers.

Maintain control to lead the group in discussion (as opposed to being led by them).

Remind participants there are no right or wrong answers.

Keep the discussion on track.



TIPS

Get the local media involved early. Positive publicity gives a community survey more visibility and increases its credibility.



Find at least two volunteers from the community, a university, or a local research firm to help coordinate and manage the survey.

Get young people involved. They will be enthusiastic and have a different perspective.

Ask people to rank goals and issues from their own personal perspective and from a community perspective. Different priorities will emerge.



“Knowledge is of two kinds. We know a subject ourselves or we know where we can find information upon it.”

Samuel Johnson








