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PROJECT OVERVIEW 

The Corporation for Public Broadcasting (CPB) awarded a grant of $314,106 to the National Federation of 
Community Broadcasters (NFCB) for its Community Counts Initiative, which is working with 10 public 
radio stations that serve rural and under-represented communities.  

The goals of the Community Counts Initiative (CCI) are to help community-based radio stations create and 
enhance original content, increase audience engagement, grow revenue, and serve their communities in 
new ways beyond broadcasting. This CPB grant supports NFCB‘s commitment to providing training, 
mentorship, and technical assistance to help strengthen the pilot cohort of 10 stations serving rural and 
under-represented communities. The intents of the CCI are to increase stations’ organizational capacities, 
diversify their revenue streams, create toolkits for this cohort and to share with other small community 
broadcasters, and share best practices with the broader community in support of long-term sustainability. 

The CCI combines in-depth training led by national experts in key topics with peer-based training for 
leadership teams. The program model is built around the NFCB’s Circle of Engagement model for leading 
change. The model suggests that (a) content drives engagement; (b) engagement drives development; (c) 
increased revenue expands innovation and creativity in content; and (c) organizational capacity sustains 
progress over time. All of the activities revolve around deepening understanding of this model and offer the 
tools and processes to support change initiatives. 

The CCI is providing the cohort with a rich blend of expert knowledge and peer engagement to infuse new 
ideas and approaches in building relevancy and sustainability into local work. At the same time, the 
initiative helps participants build strong relationships with one another and among the broader national 
network of community broadcasters. Members of the cohort are also given time away from the challenges 
of daily work to use for reflection, renewal, and stepping back to see their work in a more objective frame. 
We look forward to watching the benefits of the CCI’s balance of knowledge/relationship/reflection. 

EVALUATION PURPOSE AND OBJECTIVES 
The CCI is committed to learning and is using this first cohort to shape and improve a strong program. The 
evaluation team from 8 Bridges Workshop developed a framework designed to provide NFCB and the 
larger public media system with deeper insight into promising practices that support the work of 
community broadcasters and enable them to operate successfully and sustainably.  

Because this is a pilot initiative, we are using a developmental evaluation approach, which focuses on 
understanding the activities of the program as it unfolds in a dynamic environment. This approach 
highlights innovation and strategic learning rather than standard outcomes, offering a way of thinking 
about the program as it emerges. We are monitoring both the interactions and progress of individual 
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stations and the initiative’s overall progress toward meeting its stated goals. As a tool to assist in this 
developmental evaluation, we created a Conceptual Framework document that includes key evaluation 
questions, indicators, and a series of evaluation tools for quantifying progress. This framework is attached. 

EVALUATION FINDINGS                  
The CCI is in its early months of execution. To date, the initiative has completed organizational 
assessments, scheduled all site visits, held the first major convening in San Diego in January 2019, and 
launched monthly webinars offering tools and processes to support change initiatives. It is, at present, too 
early to comment on outcomes for participating stations. This report is based on current progress and on 
the short-term learning outcomes outlined in the Conceptual Framework. 

STRENGTHS OF THE PROJECT 
 The CCI is incorporating time for reflection. The most frequently expressed strength of the CCI is its 

role in breaking through the isolation experienced by small stations in scattered, often remote, 
locations. The evidence of this power was observed in conversation throughout the January convening, 
as well as documented in the written evaluation comments. One participant noted: “Bringing 
community radio folks, so often siloed in our work, together with some common themes and allowing 
the space to talk and figure things out was a key highlight of this experience.”  

 
 The CCI is building strong collegial relationships. Despite the diversity of stations (urban to rural; 

very small volunteer-based to staffed; emerging to established; nonprofit to tribal), the willingness of 
each to mentor one another is evident. The selection process clearly brought together a cohort of 
stations that has strengths to share and a deep interest in peer-to-peer learning and network 
development.  
  

 The CCI is infusing knowledge of relevancy and best practices. While it is too early to quantify any 
modifications in organizational behaviors, stations are reporting a variety of new ideas to explore—
and, at times, new priorities—that invite shifting operating practices and building a stronger, more 
sustainable future. One participant noted that “it is a breakthrough to come to realize that we might 
need to change something we’re accustomed to doing if we learn we’re not having an impact.”  

SUGGESTIONS TO STRENGTHEN THE CURRICULUM 

 Guiding Principles: The CCI has developed a very clear, concise, and valuable set of guiding principles 
(see Conceptual Framework). As stations work to shape their own visions, values, and stories, the CCI 
might consider sharing the guiding principles with the cohort. Similarly, it will be important that 
knowledge experts brought into the program are also clearly informed of these guiding principles and 
honor them in their work with stations. 
 

 Adult Learning Best Practices: Since knowledge experts are not always expert educators, it will be 
important to be intentional in coaching presenters around best practices in adult education. We 
recommend that the CCI encourages presenters to: 

o move away from a dense lecture format to one that invites conversation throughout and anchor 
the didactic material in case studies appropriate to the profile and experience of the audience; 

o practice small group self-facilitation management and ensure balanced and equitable 
conversation; 

o ensure that sessions are focused, have discrete learning outcomes, and include key takeaways, 
and that there is a clear roadmap throughout; and 
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o understand the learning needs of the audience and tailor each presentation to the unique needs 
of the current audience. 

 
 Capacity Building: In session and event evaluations, over 50 percent of the cohort’s most pressing 

learning needs was in the area of internal station capacity. This is typical of cohort programs working 
with community-based nonprofits. Participants reported that their greatest needs were in learning and 
mentorship and want help with the following. 

o Achieving more by doing less:  time management, personal bandwidth, and avoiding burnout. 
o Developing stronger boards as generative, strategic, and fiduciary partners. 
o Management of human resources, building bench strength, and succession planning. 
o Financial planning, budgeting, and fund development. 
o Technical capacity, especially database management. 

 
 Time: The most often heard comment from participants in the San Diego convening was “not enough 

time.” One participant reported, “I could have stayed here for a week.” While this is an indication of the 
strength of the program and the hunger for development of this important peer network, it is also a 
reflection of session density.  Many commented that sessions were too short or too rushed and that not 
enough progress was made on activities to enable completion at a later date. This is always a difficult 
challenge in cohort programs but highlights the importance of creating simplicity and focus in each 
session. Less can, in fact, be more. 

CONCLUSION 
The CCI has successfully launched as a pilot initiative. There is much being learned about promising 
practices in nurturing the development of smaller community public radio stations. The very essence of the 
peer model—a network of stations willing to be vulnerable and share their struggles and their resources—
is renewing a sense of excitement and hope, and encouraging future innovation. The NFCB team is well 
underway toward designing and building a strong program that will increase capacity of broadcasters that 
reach underserved communities. As a final note, the cohort itself set the tone of this project; their voices 
must be heard in closing: 

 
“I am so thankful to you for putting this . . . entire initiative together. This is game changing for our 
organization, and I truly appreciate the resources and support that you offer.” 
 
“I value this opportunity to take time to think, reflect, prioritize—as well as being willing to have 
courageous conversations.” 


