
HANDY TIPS FOR MANAGING OPEN HOUSES

The meeting leader needs to make sure the following items are on hand:


Supply box


Directional arrows (signs)


Sign-up sheets, pencils and/or pens (to keep the sheets from blowing around, tape them to the table)


Wall charts: maps, graffiti wall


Exit poll( how did they hear about these open houses?)


Handouts: Q&A, comment response forms

Attached is an example room set up. This exact set up will only happen in an ideal world. You will need to modify; use your imagination and common sense. Be sure to allow enough time for setting up the room. Arriving an hour or so before the meeting time should give you enough time to move chairs and tables, hang the wall charts, find all the things that are supposed to be there, but aren't, and still catch your breath before people arrive.

Purpose of the open houses:


The primary purpose of the open houses is to listen. We need to know what people think, what their concerns are, what their hopes are. In order for people to give us good input, we also need to impart information to them about what we are doing and what the public's role is in helping us to do it.


You may get a few questions about why we are following an open house format instead of a traditional meeting. We believe open houses give more people an opportunity to offer comments without the pressure of public presentation, also we believe we get better information one-on-one or in small groups rather than large meetings. It also allows us to respond better to individual questions and concerns. If someone really hates this format, ask them what kind of format would work better for them, and simply write down their comment.

Some things to expect:


People will not space themselves out evenly (inconsiderate!). They will come in waves and everything will seem frantic, and then it will be boring for awhile. The meeting will probably start slow and will be slow again toward the end. Retired people tend to show up in the afternoon, working people tend to show up just before or soon after the dinner hour.


Some people will come, say very little, and then go away. A few people will come and stay all evening. Most people will be polite and friendly, a few may be confrontational.

Tips for Greeters


Welcome people as they enter. Ask them to sign in (ask that they print clearly so the typist can read their name and address).


Explain how the open house format works:



There are several ways to give us information -- small group discussions, comment form, graffiti wall.



If they choose to join a small group -- both groups are doing the same task. People may join one group and leave whenever they like, or they may wish to visit both groups. Ideas will be recorded on flip charts.


Give everybody a copy of the Q&A sheet -- encourage them to read it, because it may answer some of their questions and stimulate ideas.


Be sure attendees tell us how they learned about the open house by filling out the exit poll before they leave.


Thank them for taking the time to come and talk with us.

Tips for Small Group Leaders:

Communication tips


Primarily, we are looking for two kinds of information from the public: things about the park that they like and don't want to see changed; problems they believe we need to solve.


We are there to listen, not to defend park decisions, NPS policies, or the planning process. If people complain about something, ask them what they would like to see happen instead.


People often ask questions instead of offering opinions or concerns. Respond to a question like "What is the park going to do about maintaining trails?" with something like, "What would you like to see us do about trails?"


People often offer solutions instead of problems. For example, if someone says, "The park needs a new visitor center". Ask, "Why do think we should have one? What should it do?"


When people are angry, one good way to help diffuse the anger is to acknowledge it with a comment like "I can tell you are really angry about this", or "You obviously have very strong feelings about this, tell me how you would like to see it solved". People will usually calm down and talk to you.


Accept and record all comments -- even if they seem outrageous or offensive. People are entitled to their opinions, and that's what we are there to listen to. You can accept comments noncommittally with: "Thank you for that information", or "OK, lets write that down", or "So, what you would like to see happen is . . .".


If you are asked a question to which you do not have an answer, it is OK to say "I don't know". Refer the person to someone who does have the answer, or offer to take their name and address and get back to them. (You could carry a few 3x5 cards in your pocket for this purpose.)

Recording tips


Comments are easier to read if you alternate marker colors from comment to comment.


Print legibly and clearly. If possible, hang sheets up on the wall so people can see what others have said.


Capture complete ideas so that a few days from now, you will still know what the notes mean.


Record emotions (angry, happy, worried), and don't fall into the trap of notes like, "concerned about trails" -- do they want more trails, fewer trails, wider trails, no trails . . .?


After the meeting, gather all your note sheets, write your name on them (so a typist can get back to you if they can't understand something), roll the sheets up and identify the roll with the date and meeting location. Deliver them to the meeting leader -- it will be up to them to get the notes transcribed and delivered to Mary Riddle.

Celebrate after the meeting! This is hard work, and you deserve a reward.

