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Abstract 

 

Accountability requirements of government programs are ever increasing. As a part of 

government, Cooperative Extension is faced with identifying program impacts and proactively 

communicating them to appropriate audiences. Program value versus cost is a key component of 

accountability. Strategically planning for accountability to direct information on program value 

to targeted audiences helps to guide the process. Such planning should result in action steps to 

communicate program value and successes. A well-designed data collection system can provide 

the vehicle for collecting and accumulating program outcome and impact data that is readily 

accessible for marketing accountability information to appropriately targeted audiences. 

Relevancy of information marketed to the right people at the right time is most important for 

Extension accountability efforts. 

 

Introduction 

 

Program relevance to constituents and society is now the public norm for questioning the value 

of both public and private organizations. Simply stated, government programs must have 

sufficient public benefits that make them worthy of continuing public financial support. To 

assure that program outcomes that demonstrate impact are adequately communicated to 

appropriate groups and individuals, a proactive accountability plan is needed. 

 

Program impacts 

 

Public benefit (or "people impacts") is a key factor in program accomplishments. The people 

impacts may be indicated as financial gains, taxpayer savings, efficiencies gained, environmental 

enhancements or protection, individual life enhancements, resources preserved, or societal 

improvements (Bennett 1996). Increasingly program accountability must focus on assuring that 

targeted audiences are informed of "people impacts" plus other program successes as desired by 

a specific audience (Gale 1994; Sherman 1995). 
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This growing emphasis on accountability in the United States led to the passage of the 

Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA) in 1993. The intent of the law was primarily 

to 

 

 Improve Federal program effectiveness and public accountability by promoting a new 

 focus on results, service quality, and customer satisfaction by systematically holding 

 Federal agencies accountable for achieving program results (Government Performance 

 and Results Act of 1993). 

 

A continuing focus on accountability was shown by the passage of additional federal laws during 

1998 to assure the involvement of stakeholders in making and reviewing programming decisions 

in agricultural research and extension (AREERA 1998). The guidelines for program planning 

and reporting from this latest federal act states that "Institutions should describe the contributions 

of extension staff and programs toward impacts rather than describe the programs." (USDA 

1999:10). In keeping with this trend, Extension must be more transparent and more proactively 

accountable. 

 

Cost effectiveness 

 

The General Accounting Office of the U.S. government (GAO/GGD-98) describes cost-

effectiveness analysis as a means to compare a program's outputs or outcomes with the costs 

(resources expended) to produce them. Cost-effectiveness analysis assesses the cost of a program 

as compared to its outcomes or benefits. Often, priorities are set for allocation of limited 

resources based on a comparison of program costs and impacts. Such comparisons and decisions 

can be made through an ongoing program evaluation or through more formalized evaluations to 

compare value gained to the costs required for implementing the program. (Richardson and 

Phillips 1996). 

 

O'Neill et al. (1999) explain that Extension leaders in Ireland are now required to show "value 

for money," with policy makers demanding evidence that expenditures on extension's services 

are cost-effective when compared to other uses of public funds. Both effectiveness and efficiency 

are taken into consideration. 

 

Determining program economic benefit values 

 

In valuing impacts or results of Extension programs, one or more of the factors listed below may 

be considered for calculating the economic value of the impacts. Therefore, value may equal 

 

 willingness to pay 
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 economic opportunity cost of capital 

 

 alternative uses 

 

 expected values (projected use/income) 

 

 multiplier effect 

 

 reduced costs 

 

 increased income 

 

 savings 

 

 debt reduction 

 

 past trends 

 

 how we are better off (less injury/sickness/death/medical costs/insurance premiums) 

 

 increased productivity 

 

 life -- statistical value (potential life saved) 

 

 non-market benefits 

 

 indirect costs/values 

 

(Bennett 1996; Swiss 1986; Rhodes 1985; Layard and Glaister 1994; Haveman and Margolis 

1983). 

 

Using only two of these values, the MONEY 2000™ program in New Jersey was deemed to 

have produced more than $3 million in benefits to clients through debt reduction and increased 

savings (O'Neill and Richardson 1999). MONEY 2000™ is an Extension program that 

encourages clientele to improve their financial well-being by increasing savings and/or reducing 

household debt (O'Neill et al. 2000). 

 

Often, when values are ascribed to program results, many intangible factors that may influence 

the values may have been omitted in the process. While such intangibles may even be explained, 

the literature supports the strength of stated quantitative values (Campen 1986). Thus, while such 
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stated values may contain omissions, a committee report of the U.S. House of Representatives 

states that "Whenever some quantification is done -- no matter how speculative or limited -- the 

number tends to get into the public domain and the qualifications tend to get forgotten . . . The 

number is the thing" (1980). Thus, when determining program outcome values, it is important to 

understand that other influencing factors may be omitted. However, placement of quantitative 

values on program impacts is generally seen as a viable means for presenting program worth. 

 

Strategic planning for accountability 

 

For any program marketing initiative to be effective, a clear and methodical plan of action must 

exist. Sporadic initiatives may perhaps satisfy some specific requirement for notifying some 

designated audience, but such initiatives can not be expected to have far-reaching effects. In 

order to assure that a continuous and sustained program marketing effort is planned and 

effectively implemented, each local unit should develop a strategic plan for its accountability 

efforts. The time involved in developing an accountability/marketing strategic plan can be 

expected to produce excellent results (Liles 1998). 

 

Target audiences for accountability information 

 

Unfortunately, it is well documented that "some Extension personnel like to hide," or even with 

the knowledge of accountability needs and requirements, oftentimes, Extension workers feel that 

their efforts speak for themselves (Boyle 1999). Such attitudes are being challenged around the 

world, and many governments are weighing alternative approaches to Extension as a direct result 

of Extension's failure to communicate program results and impacts. In today's "results-oriented" 

world, Extension like any other service, must advertise its achievements and establish its worth 

(Paxton and Culverwell 1988). 

 

There can be major differences in accountability requirements or needs depending on the 

audience. Some may want only limited or highly specific information in order to satisfy their 

requirements, while others may desire more extensive information. With the differing needs in 

mind, the Extension unit should address several key factors in order to develop and maintain a 

quality accountability system. These key factors can be listed as WHO, WHAT, WHEN, and 

HOW (Taylor-Powell 1989). 

 

First, the WHO should clearly identify those primary and secondary audiences for receiving 

accountability information. Then, define WHAT information will be needed for each audience, 

WHEN the information will be given, and HOW the information will be formatted and 

presented. The key is to provide the right accountability information to the right people at the 

right time in the right format (NCCESTMTF 1998). 
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Taking action steps for program accountability and marketing 

 

Numerous presentations and testimonials by lawmakers and other experts convey a familiar tone 

as they discuss Extension accountability and marketing program results. Some of these familiar 

thoughts follow (Boyle 1999), (Richardson 1999): 

 

 Target program results to interested audiences. 

 

 Give busy officials sound bites (very brief bits of focused information). 

 

 Provide information on their terms, not ours. 

 

 Provide evidence to support our claims. 

 

 Provide the right information. 

 

 Determine what they do know. 

 

 Determine what they want to know. 

 

 Decide what they need to know. 

 

Legislators/county commissioners 

 

In dealing with policy makers (politicians) and those who provide analytical information to these 

policy makers, some suggested approaches follow (Potter 1999): 

 

 Recognize that they are usually part-time. 

 

 Understand that they are a cross section of the population (don't stereotype). 

 

 Understand that they are usually generalists. 

 

 Understand that they look for duplication of services. 

 

 Be in touch frequently. 

 

 Develop friendships. 

 

 Show them your programs. 
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 Explain programs and show constituency served. 

 

 Follow-up frequently (keep short and concise). 

 

For the politicians' support staffs, Potter (1999) suggests that it is most helpful to get to know 

exactly what the support staff wants. He suggests that they are usually quite specific, that most 

are quite thorough, and that they really know what they can do in government. He suggests that 

they generally like to know numbers, and like to hear specific, in-depth information. 

 

Using success stories 

 

Based on evidence gained from many of the audiences identified by the North Carolina 

Cooperative Extension Service (NCCES) for receiving accountability information, many have 

stated preferences for concise success stories. They generally prefer stories that indicate practice 

adoption or changed behaviors by clients or positive impacts on clients. Such stories have 

generally been found to be highly popular for communicating Extension program impacts 

(Richardson 1999). 

 

 The following are comments reflecting the attitudes of some of the NCCES audiences for 

 accountability information: 

 "We want brief, concise reports of accomplishments that cover the main points of Who's 

 involved; Problem; What you did; Difference it made; any collaborators; Contact person; 

 and 'on one page." (Congressional Aide for U.S. Congresswoman Eva Clayton) 

 "I want information that is really concise, tells me what is happening without wasting 

 words, and that I can read very quickly." (Member of N.C. House of Representatives) 

 

Some counties are effectively using their success stories in preparing program marketing fact 

sheets for use in reports to the people, informing county officials, and for distributing 

information to the media and general public. The fact sheets are usually no more than one or two 

pages and have an attractive, professional appearance. 

 

Meeting multiple accountability needs 

 

Success stories alone will not meet all accountability needs. For example, NCCES must also 

provide to the federal government participation data such as numbers of face-to-face teaching 

contacts. Civil Rights information must also be provided in reports to the federal government. 

NCCES must also provide to the University of North Carolina System information on the 

numbers and types of non-degree credit activities conducted by Extension throughout the state. 

Other reports required at the local level may be the number of activities or events held. A single 

approach to program marketing and provision of accountability information to key audiences 
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will likely fail. The key is to define the needs of the respective audiences and gain insights into 

the what they expect or want to know about Extension and its programs (NCCESTMTF 1998). 

Then with the audiences defined, a strategic, sustainable plan for providing expected information 

should be developed and implemented. 

 

Using a data collection system 

 

In 1995, North Carolina developed an Internet-based reporting system that allows for immediate 

interactivity throughout the entire NCCES network of 101 local units and the NC State 

University campus. This system collects all program contacts, accomplishments, success stories, 

civil rights information, and all non-degree credit activities conducted by NCCES. While the 

Extension Reporting System (ERS) provides the mechanism for accomplishment reporting and 

data collection, the information contained in ERS is only as valid or comprehensive as Extension 

staff provide. Rather than viewing accomplishment reporting as an unpleasant task, placing 

quality information into the ERS system should be seen as an opportunity to store and use this 

valuable information for local accountability needs as well as providing a showcase for 

Extension's programs at the state and national levels. Many agents, while expressing their dislike 

for reporting program results, often express considerable satisfaction in being able to see and 

quantify their efforts. Such dichotomy of thought will likely remain, so serious efforts must 

continue to be made by Extension to communicate the value of the information reported for use 

in organizational accountability and program marketing. 

 

Such serious efforts to secure an abundant supply of program impact information helps in 

meeting the challenge to gain and maintain credibility with the public as well as its many users. 

It is evident that across the world, "hard" questions are being asked as to the relevance of 

Extension and the cost effectiveness of its programs when compared to alternative programs or 

opportunities. Recognition of this growing, ever-present requirement for accountability and 

efficiency is a must. Communication of the impacts and positive results to key audiences is also 

a must. Developing and implementing a strategic plan for achieving these "musts" is critical. 

Questions related to the viability of Extension in the 21st century can be expected to continue 

(Campbell 1999). 

 

Summary 

 

In the course of meeting the accountability requirements for Cooperative Extension, this paper 

describes several supporting covenants for having a multifaceted, well-planned, and documented 

approach to gaining public support. Because elected policy makers depend on the public for their 

own support, efforts must be made to make the results of the organization congruent with its 

mission and public expectations. Upon achieving this congruency, efforts must be made to 
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identify and market such program outcomes so as to continue to gain the support of the policy 

makers and their constituents, the public to whom they serve. 

 

A proactively planned and implemented accountability system can assure that the program 

results of Extension are communicated adequately. Such a system can and does engender the 

support of those whom it serves. Such proactive accountability and marketing efforts have been 

shown to engender themselves positively with policy makers, thereby resulting in sustained or 

growing budgetary support. (Richardson et al. 2000). 

 

While proactive and well-focused program accountability and marketing efforts have been 

shown to be productive for program support, Patton (1999) argues that the information and 

programs being discussed must have relevance to the intended audiences. From a political 

perspective, he states that "in reality, we can connect accountability leadership and evaluation to 

politics. However, this is usually not relevant when NO one cares, NO money is involved, and 

NO one has an interest in the program." 

 

Whether as an Extension organization or related Family and Consumer Sciences organization, it 

is the organization's responsibility to make sure that people do care about its programs, that 

significant impacts are produced that show value, and that such results are effectively 

communicated to the right people in the right format at the right time. Expecting good works to 

speak for themselves is an idea that has long been invalid. Only through a planned, proactive 

approach to organizational accountability/marketing efforts can we realistically expect to 

continue to gain needed support for our programs and operations. 
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