Outreach Events: Measuring Their Effect on 
Community Engagement

Do outreach events matter for the communities we serve? 

Do they have any effect beyond viewing PBS programming?

Does content created by outreach partners have an effect? 

Do outreach efforts change attitudes and spur action?

To answer these questions, Wisconsin Public Television (WPT) sponsored a study of outreach activities related to the premiere of “Two Towns of Jasper.” Working with the National Center for Outreach, WPT hosted “Coming Together,” a special preview screening of the P.O.V. documentary followed by a facilitated discussion. This event occurred just prior to the broadcast premiere of “Two Towns” and was supported by partner Web sites and public and commercial television programming (PBS Town Hall, Oprah, and Nightline).

Assessing the effects of such efforts is a tricky business. The people who come to outreach events or seek out related content are likely different from those who choose to avoid such things. To minimize these potential differences and get a closer look at the effects of outreach, WPT worked with researchers from the University of Wisconsin-Madison to design an assessment of the effects of “Two Towns” and “Coming Together.”

To gauge the effects of outreach events and content, 3000 WPT members were randomly selected and invited to either attend the “Coming Together” event or watch the broadcast premiere. Shortly after the premiere, a survey concerning media, race, and community engagement was mailed to all 3000 invitees, along with members of minority groups who participated in the “Coming Together” event. This field study permitted comparisons between four groups: 

1. those who attended, 

2. those who watched, 

3. those who encountered other content but didn’t watch, and 

4. those who avoided “Two Towns.”

Nearly one-third of the original sample completed the survey, resulting in 925 survey responses with an over-representation of minorities. Prior to testing the effects of outreach, event participants, program viewers, and content consumers were profiled to gauge differences between these groups and those who avoid “Two Towns” altogether.

Results indicate that the types of people who attended the “Coming Together” event differed markedly from those who watched “Two Towns,” consumed allied content, or did none of these things (see Table 1). The people who attended the event were significantly more likely to be women, younger, lower income, nonwhite, nonmembers, and people who have been active through WPT in the past than the other people surveyed. There are also significant differences in terms of ideology, modern racism, 

past political discussion, past participation, and past volunteerism through WPT. People who are more conservative and racially insensitive tended to avoid deeper engagement with “Two Towns”; in contrast, people who are more talkative about politics and engaged in community life were tended to become more involved in programming and outreach.

Table 1: Profiles of Sample Sub-Groups

	
	No Contact w/ “Two Towns”
	Encountered

Other Content
	Watched

“Two Towns”
	Attended

Event

	Age (mean)
	58.5 years
	57.1 years
	56.7 years
	49.7 years

	Sex (% male)
	44.0%
	37.6%
	40.6%
	25.3%

	Education (median)
	Received College Degree
	Received College Degree
	Received College Degree
	Received College Degree

	Income (median)
	50K-75K
	50K-75K
	50K-75K
	30K-50K

	Race (% nonwhite)
	3.1%
	2.4%
	5.5%
	19.5%

	Ideology (% Republican)
	20.7%
	18.1%
	5.6%
	2.3%

	Member (% active)
	96.0%
	97.0%
	97.5%
	59.3%

	Modern Racism (mean)
	2.97
	2.80
	2.43
	1.89

	Past Discussion (mean)
	5.23
	5.63
	5.65
	5.92

	Past Civic Part. (mean)
	2.80
	3.09
	2.95
	3.99

	Past WPT Part. (mean)
	1.31
	1.41
	1.32
	1.88


These differences must be considered when examining the potential effects of outreach. To control for the possibility that one or more of these factors are responsible for the next set of differences examined, their effects were statistically removed in our analysis. 

First, differences in judgments of news trust, news reflection, and political efficacy were examined (see Figure 1). Controlling for age, sex, income, education, race, membership, and party ID, there were still significant differences in news trust between groups, with individuals who participated in the outreach event particularly likely to distrust traditional news sources. This may grow out of increasing news reflection — or subsequent thinking about the content of news — for which significant differences are also observed. Deeper exposure to “Two Towns,” particularly through outreach activities, appears to make people more reflective and critical about what they see in the news. 

Differences were also observed for political efficacy (see Figure 1), with people who watched the program or attended the event significantly more likely to feel they could make a difference in the community. These differences were observed even when controlling for age, sex, income, education, race, membership, and party ID.

Figure 1. News Trust, News Reflection, and Efficacy
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Of course, these analyses do not take past attitudes or behaviors into account, leaving the possibility that these are pre-existing differences apart from the outreach events or content. So when examining the judgments about perceived racism in the community (see Figure 2), we not only controlled for the effects of age, income, education, sex, race, membership, and party identification, but also accounted for individual differences in racial sensitivity and support for diversity. Nonetheless, people who attended the outreach event were significantly more likely to see racism in the community. This was likely an outgrowth of the discussion that followed the preview screening, in which many minority participants explicitly made this point.

Figure 2. Community Racism Perception
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Significant differences emerge between individuals who attended the event, those who encountered “Two Towns” media content, and those who had no contact with “Two Towns” in terms of willingness to discuss the issue of race in the future (see Figure 3). This was found even when controlling for the effects of age, income, education, sex, race, membership, party identification, and past political discussion. 

Figure 3. Willingness to Engage in Interpersonal Discussion about Race
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Likewise, sizable differences were observed for intent to participate in civic activities concerning race — both generally and through WPT — even when controlling for demographic variables (i.e., age, income, education, sex, race, membership, and party identification) and parallel measures of past participatory behaviors (see Figure 4).  These results provide confidence that programming and outreach had meaningful effects.

Figure 4. Willingness to Participate
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In sum, the data provide strong evidence that outreach activities have effects beyond programming or content produced by program partners. The influences appear for attitudes and behaviors that work to the benefit of local communities. 
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