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Making decisions about which problems to address at the
county level can be frustrating. One reason is that agents in
most counties are faced with more demands than re-
sources—and choices must be made. Previously, when
political and economic support weren’t in question, agents
could use the “shot-gun” approach to programming and
work some on all program areas. However, as resources
have diminished and accountability for the use of resources
has increased, a careful analysis is required in making
program decisions. A second reason for frustration is that
few defined procedures exist to help one make choices and
provide a concrete, defensible rationale for those choices.!

This article presents a problem selection model for
programming in Extension. Similar to a theory, it fulfills
three functions: serves as a unifying phenomenon, contains
ahomogeneous group of assumptions or definitions, and
has value in predictions.2 It helps the user to analyze data,
to make a short-hand summarization or synopsis of data
and relations. Its function is to serve as a tool, as something
to think with, to help in one’s work.

This model is built on concepts from curriculum theory
and on empirical data from field work in Extension, and is
expressed as a set of related assumptions about what
influences program planning in Extension. It guides the
actions of planners in predicting which problems will have
the most payoff for the local clients and for the organization
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Assumptions

of Extension, and gives the planner a concrete means to
explain to others the rationale for specific program choices.

Our assumptions about what influences program plan-
ning in Extension are presented here as criteria that serve as
screens for prioritizing identified problems. As shown in
Figure 1, a grid is used to guide the process. Criteria are
listed on the horizontal axis of the grid and the identified
problems on the vertical. Each problem is analyzed against
each criterion. Current programs (or problems they address)
are also analyzed on the same criteria and at the same time
to put new problems in perspective with present program-
ming efforts. All the cells in the grid are completed for each
problem before a decision is made for final determination of
program emphasis.

We believe all the criteria are important, but the relative
importance of individual criteria may differ from county to
county and sometimes for different problems within a
county. The grid wasn’t designed to lead to a sum or score
that would automatically indicate if a problem should
receive program emphasis. Some counties (agents) may
want to assign specific weights to the criteria, but that’s not
necessary for the process to be useful in analyzing and
documenting the important determinants of major program
success or failure.

Implementing a program without sound planning
runs the risk of both failing and wasting valuable
resources. This article has presented an example for
problem selection for program planning that will mini-
mize thatrisk....

Whether the criteria are weighted or not, it’s essential
that the first criterion (correlation with Extension mission
and support base) be met before proceeding with program
development. Failure to meet some of the other criteria
doesn’t necessarily mean that the problem is abandoned,
but rather that preliminary work be done before a problem is
selected to assure decision makers, planners, and funders
that conditions are favorable for success.

The use of these criteria is predicated on two assump-
tions: (1) the agent has provided program leadership to
individuals/groups making input to problems so they can
respond from an informed basis, that is, they understand
community trends and the direction of new information and
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Criteria

Extension
Mission

Indication
of Need

technology and (2) input has come from a sufficient number
and type of individuals/groups to assure the credibility of
the input.

Twenty criteria are presented and grouped by Extension
mission, indication of need, community support, impact,
and organizational support. Explanations for the criteria are
listed as questions the agent can answer to determine the
potential success or failure of a program under the condi-
tions for that particular county.

Correlation with Extension mission and support base. Is
the problem amenable to solution through an educational
program? Does it fit within the areas of Extension’s mis-
sion—for example, agriculture, natural resources, youth,
home economics, community resource development, and in
some states, energy and marine science? If so, is the
relationship very strong—a problem that’s obviously within
the purview of Extension, or is it weak—a problem that
Extension could address only if the mission is interpreted
very broadly? (If it’s the latter, the support may NOT be
available in terms of a research base, teaching materials,
and organizational/political/public sanction.)

Identified by key informants. Through formal or informal
input, have community leaders and influential members of
target populations recognized that the problem exists? If so,
how extensive among leaders was the recognition?

Importance to citizens. Was the problem/need identified
as important by advisory committees and/or through a client
survey?

Importance to others. Was the problem identified as impor-
tant for other citizens through advisory committee input
and/or through a client survey? If so, do the others recognize
the problem and rate it at the same level of importance?

Requests to CES office. How many calls/letters to the
CES office identified the problem and/or requested informa-
tion on the topic? What percentage does this number
represent in terms of all calls/letters to the CES office?

Identified by program funders. Is the problem one that
county commissioners identified as important? Was that
identification a public declaration or just a passing com-
ment? Have experts at the state and/or national levels
identified the need?

Identified by other agencies. How many other agencies
are presently working on the problem? Do other agencies
see it as an appropriate area for Extension education?
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Defined in other sources. Are data available from other
sources that show evidence of need? Can benchmark points
be established with these data?

Community Support of program funders. Is the need one that program
Support  funders are expected to see as important? Will they consid-
er a program focusing on that problem as good use of
funds? (If they identified the need, that support might be
assured. However, public identification and private support
may not be synonymous.)

Support of other agencies. What’s the possibility of
programmatic linkages with other agencies to solve the
problem? If linkage occurred, could Extension appropriately
show results for its portion of resources expended?

Community barriers. Are there reasons the public or
target population might believe that the problem should
NOT be addressed by Extension? Will the program effort
conflict with widespread social (beliefs/values) or economic
interests of the people in the community?

Public interest. What'’s the level of awareness and interest
by the target population? Will the appropriate audience
want to participate in solving the problem? How much
energy (resources) will need to be expended to create the
needed awareness/interest? (If a client survey has been
conducted and the response rate was credible, that data
may supply an indication of the amount of interest by the
target population. However, rating a concern as important
isn’t the same as being willing to do something about it.)

Impact Previous success. Is the need one that has already been
addressed in CES programs? If so, how successful were the
programs? Did the appropriate audience participate? Has
the need decreased as a result of these efforts?

Expected payoff. Can the benefits be identified? If other
agencies are working on the problem, can Extension’s
contribution be separated out? Will the benefits be worth
the costs? What'’s the perceived significance of the impact
relative to other problems/needs?

Time to show results. How urgent is it that the need be
addressed? How long will it take to produce the results? (If a
formal needs assessment has been conducted, there may
be political reasons to implement a program on an identified
need on which quick results can be attained. At the begin-
ning, it may be more important, politically, to show that
needs assessment data are being used than it is to work on
the “most important”problem.)
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Organizational
Support

Conclusion

Footnotes

Correlation with state program area priorities. Is the need
one that has been identified as important at the state level?
Is the relationship very strong—identified specifically, or is
it weak—would fit only with a broad interpretation of the
state priorities? How important is it that selected needs fit
the priorities? (If the correlation is low or nonexistent, local
programs addressing the need may require increased sup-
port from the local level.)

Staff competency. Are the local staff equipped to work in
the problem area? Do they have the required educational
competency? Are specialists available to help where need-
ed? Can volunteers and other community resources be
secured?

Teaching materials. Are materials from Extension or other
sources already developed to use in an educational pro-
gram? How much more will be needed? What’s the estimate
of success in getting needed materials by the time the
program will be implemented?

Funds for consumables. Are funds available for the
purchase of materials (food, seed, fertilizer) that will be
consumed in the program?

Facilities and equipment. Are appropriate meeting places
available? Is equipment available when it’'s needed?

Implementing a program without sound planning runs the
risk of both failing and wasting valuable resources. This
article has presented a model for problem selection for
program planning that will minimize that risk. The approach
has been used with new agents and those with years of
experience. For the new agent, the criteria are particularly
helpful in clarifying a critical aspect of program decision
making that in the past has been nebulous and hard to
explain. For both the new and the experienced agent, the
grid, when completed, provides a concrete, defensible
rationale for why specific choices were made.

1. Several Extension documents over the past 20 years have
spoken to the requirement of establishing priorities for
program development. For example, in 1965, Boyle dis-
cussed 5 phases of the programming process. In Phase IV,
he indicated that “priorities should be established for the
problems identified””—but no mechanism was provided. In
1971, Boone, Dolan, and Shearon indicated that “change
agents must delineate, order, and sequence micro needs of
learners inferred for each macro need” —no suggestions
were provided for deciding which macro needs to select. In
1974, an ECOP subcommittee chaired by Lawrence suggest-
ed as a part of the program determination step that a
planning unit should “determine program priorities and
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objectives and relate them to state and/or national
purposes”—no criteria were listed for this determination. In
1975, Pilgram and Borich listed 5 steps that “if followed
objectively will lead to the most acceptable listing of people
needs in program development.” One of these steps was
“‘making decisions,”in which the suggested techniques were
“obtaining consensus, voting, reporting”’—but no specific
criteria or strategies were listed for implementing the tech-
niques. In 1981, Boyle indicated that the “critical step in
priority setting is establishing the criteria upon which deci-
sions will be made.” He listed six sources that influence
programming decisions, but didn’t define specific criteria for
any of them.
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