Assessment of Program Effectiveness: The Natural Resources Outreach Coalition
Executive Summary
The Natural Resources Outreach Coalition (NROC) is a community-driven natural resource conservation program that works with residents to develop and achieve locally-identified conservation and growth related goals. The organizational structure behind the NROC program is a complex partnership of 10 state, regional and non-profit organizations, and the group works with community members in discursive driven collaborative processes to achieve its goals. In addition NROC provides educational and technical assistance and other services as needed to achieve objectives in community identified projects.


This report presents the results of an evaluation research project conducted to determine the degree to which NROC is meeting program goals and to identify means for program improvement. Technical and financial factors, community level effects, and the dynamics of the programs operations were assessed to determine how NROC compares with alternative approaches to providing the types of services the NROC program uses. A literature review of professional, scholarly publications was used to organize the research conceptually and methodologically, and variables of interest for the evaluation were identified through a combination of the literature review and NROC staff involvement. Four broad research questions were used to guide the research:
1. How effective is NROC in recruiting, retaining and mobilizing community involvement?

2. Have NROC’s conservation and growth management programs been successful in protecting natural environs?

3. How effective has the program been following the formal period of NROC engagement with communities? 

4. Does the NROC program effectively utilize the financial and technical resources of its constituent agencies?  Is the program the most cost-effective option for applying a similar amount of money to conservation and growth management problems?
To collect data for the evaluation three stages of data collection were used. First, a review of NROC official financial documents and other records of program activity was conducted, and a content analysis of regional media stories about the groups’ activities was performed. The second stage of data collection consisted of in-depth, semi-structured interviews with twelve NROC program professionals that focused primarily on intra-program dynamics of operation and perceptions of external engagement processes. The final stage of data collection consisted of a self-administered questionnaire survey of community members who had participated in NROC program activities. The survey was administered using a modified tailored design method (Dillman 2000), and the final sample frame consisted of 297 potential respondents. One hundred and forty-two completed questionnaires were returned for a response rate of 47.8%. Analysis of the survey results was conducted using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences. Descriptive statistics, bivariate analyses, and multivariate procedures were used to examine the results and to identify important findings. 

The basic cost benefit analysis of the program revealed that there is no economically favorable alternative to the NROC program because:

· NROC represents a unique collaboration of organizations 

· The organizational structure provides a means for many organizations to meet their missions in the region that prevents the duplication of efforts
· NROC results in a myriad of complex environmental, social, and psychological benefits
The program operates on a small budget and without full time staff, and while that is fiscally conservative one recommendation of this evaluation is that the fiscal resources dedicated to the program be increased to enable the hiring of a full-time staff person. The benefits to program operation will outweigh the costs.

The interviews with NROC program associates indicated that most staff involved in the program share an understanding of the programs’ operation and mission, and believe that NROC helps communities achieve important goals. Important topics of concern to be researched in the survey stage of the project were identified, which aided in ensuring the evaluation provided usable information to NROC associates. Weaknesses and strengths of the program and its processes were identified, and the findings contributed to the development of conclusions and recommendations.

The self-administered questionnaire survey asked community members about their experiences with and opinions of the NROC program, and in addition the NROC program professionals were also surveyed to determine how their understanding of the program differed from those of community members. Demographic information was also collected to determine if perceptions of the program differed across social categories. Respondents were asked to indicate their level of agreement with statements about the NROC program on a 5-point “Strongly Agree” to “Strongly Disagree” scale. Descriptive univariate analyses indicate that:
· the program provides community members with important information about their community 

· a wide variety of views are represented in NROC facilitated processes
· participants feel the NROC facilitated processes are community controlled

· the grant program NROC runs is appropriate and useful

· NROC programs were educational experiences that affected participants ability to use science to understand community natural resource issues

· Community participants in the NROC program are highly educated, relatively wealthy residents 
The following two charts provide the best overall summary of participants’ perceptions of the program, as they clarify that respondents’ strongly belief that the program is beneficial to seacoast communities, and that the communities involved could not have addressed their concerns as effectively without NROC.
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The first series of multivariate analyses compared NROC affiliates’ perceptions of the program with those of community residents who participated in it. NROC professionals are more critical about the intra-program processes (issues viewed from multiple perspectives, a wide variety of views was represented, etc.), but community members are more critical of program outcomes (the “as a result…” question section). A very important exception to this pattern is the two outcome summary questions that asked if community residents would have determined and addressed their natural resource concerns as effectively without NROC, and the response patterns indicate that residents feel even more strongly than NROC professionals that the program has helped them in these important efforts.

The second series of multivariate analyses analyzed if perceptions of the program differed across demographic groups. Political views are strongly related to many variables, and in general, the more conservative a respondent, the less approving they are of NROC program dynamics and outcomes. In contrast length of residence, age of respondent, and respondent’s sex are not strongly or statistically significantly related to most of the perception variables, indicating NROC presents balanced information.

Based on these analyses the conclusion of the evaluation is that NROC is a valuable and cost effective program that provides many valuable benefits to communities, and that the resulting conservation of natural resources is achieved in an inclusive manner that empowers and mobilizes communities to engage in conservation actions. Several recommendations for improving the program based on the findings of the evaluation are outlined at the conclusion of the report.
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