Presentation Training Report
Introduction

The Mexico Program of The Nature Conservancy (TNC) has hosted numerous major donor/VIP trips over the past several years.  Several chapters have developed relationships with either partner organizations or specific projects in Southern Mexico (Yucatan Peninsula & Chiapas) and have visited these areas or are planning on future trips.  As TNC has moved to a worldwide conservation focus, state chapters will be taking an increasingly participative role in international conservation efforts.  In preparation for this, the Mexico Program has hired Mark Willuhn of Emerald Planet Conservation Consulting & Tours, LLC, to investigate how  to expand the capacity of partner organizations to effectively communicate their conservation message to US trip participants resulting in increased support for TNC’s worldwide conservation efforts and the Mexico Program.
Methodology

In preparing this report, six past participants and nine staff members from four different chapters (IL, Maine, NY, CWNY), in-country Mexico Program staff, and Worldwide Office staff were interviewed from June 19 – 26, 2002.  Past trip evaluations and review of secondary materials were also incorporated into the process.   
The goal was to identify what key elements of a past trip, participants positively responded to, and make recommendations on presentation design formats and activities that reinforce these elements.

This report makes recommendations on strategies, structure, systems, staffing and style for future VIP trips to Southern Mexico.  It is not a quantitative analysis or performance review.  A two-day workshop was held in October 2002 in Mexico to share the findings, develop presentation templates, and create sample trip itineraries which will incorporate the findings of this report. 
Key Issues

· Strategies – unclear objectives, inconsistent message
· Structure – chapters have been designing unrealistic itineraries 

· Systems – need more participant background information, systems to capture data during and after trip, post-trip follow-up
· Staffing - unclear roles and responsibilities of TNC and partner staff and volunteers

· Style – presentations have been formal, lack of spontaneity 

NOTE: These are general observations and constructive in nature for all future trips.  It should be noted that some of the past trips have excelled in all these areas.
Strategies

Lack of specific objectives for each trip has resulted in inconsistent messages from different TNC and partner organization staff and board members.   Participants do not know what is expected of them, and often do not understand the point of certain presentations.  Without clear objectives, staff are sometimes unsure of how to respond to specific questions, particularly funding priorities, and have a hard time focusing presentations. 
Structure

Historically, working with chapters was viewed as a great opportunity to meet potential donors and every effort was made to create an attractive itinerary to entice chapters to offer trips to Southern Mexico.  This resulted in chapters dictating what their members wanted, developing unrealistic itineraries, and then the Mexico Program negotiating with the chapters for more realistic itineraries.  
Systems

Receiving background information on trip participants well in advance of the departure date is very important in matching activities with participants’ interests.  Information besides individual net worth and giving history has been lacking.  Systems to capture this data have also been absent.  Shared post trip follow-up systems also seem to be lacking between the Mexico Program and chapters.  
Staffing

Roles and responsibilities of staff have been unclear and subject to change day-by-day during a trip.  This creates confusion from the perspective of the participants, and creates the opportunity for key elements to “slip between the cracks”. 

Style

On many of the past trips, one to three lengthy, formal presentations have been planned for each day of the trip.  Starting on the first evening, participants are subjected to classroom type presentations.  This approach appears to have created a stiff, rigid atmosphere and is a barrier to informal, spontaneous discussions.  When presenting to a non-captive audience in a captive audience format, participants quickly loose interest and stop listening.  It also creates role confusion when presenters try to switch to a more informal role.

Recommendations

Strategies
Identifying the overarching message and then specific objectives that reinforce the overall message for each trip is extremely important.  This allows all staff and volunteers to be on-point reinforcing these objectives throughout the trip.  Presentations can be designed to emphasize one or two aspects of the objectives allowing for short, focused presentations.  Questions for participants can be developed that reinforce the key points of the presentation.  Discussion of specific objectives can be woven in the day-to-day activities.  Informal discussions can be initiated at key stopping points or site visits throughout the trip.  Predetermined key messages at key locations will give participants a clear understanding of why they are on the trip and how they can support TNC’s efforts.  Appendix I has a suggested trip planning form.  
Structure

The Mexico Program must design the basic trip itineraries based on the trip objectives, key messages at key locations.  Each project area will have key locations with one or more key messages identified.  When a group is interested is visiting, the first question will be: “What is the trip objective?”  When the trip objective is identified, several key locations can be suggested that will reinforce the trip objectives.  This will align the trip objectives with the activities and match participants’ interests.   Driving times can be reduced, planned surprises can be included, increased free time and opportunities for personal discovery can be incorporated into itinerary design.  This is not implying that the detailed trip itinerary will not have input from other operating units.  It does imply that once objectives are jointly established, the Mexico Program will identify the key areas to visit and a realistic timeframe.  Past experience has shown that additional discussions are generally required to accommodate particularly strong-willed board members and/or staff members before a final itinerary is reached.   However, matching objectives to key locations that reinforce those objectives is imperative for a successful trip. 
Systems

Systems must be developed that gathers pertinent donor information and is accessible to Mexico Program staff well in advance of trip departure dates.  Systems must be developed that capture donor information during the trip.  Consistent post trip follow-up strategies need to be developed.  And developing a system for sharing this information is critical for long-term success.   Particularly challenging is pre-trip donor information such as preferred activities (birding, botanizing, etc.); food and beverage preferences; heat tolerance; physical condition; etc.  Typically, many of these donor qualities are unknown but readily identifiable during a trip.   Capturing and sharing this data is often a missed opportunity.   Appendix II has a sample of helpful pre-trip donor information and a donor information form for capturing information in the field. 
Staffing

There needs to be enough people, with the right skills, in the right place, with the willingness to do the job.  With clear trip objectives, defining roles and responsibilities should be easier.  There needs to be a clear TNC content leader, and a clear logistics leader.  As key in-country people join the group for a day or two, their involvement and relationship to TNC and partners must be clearly defined, probably several times.  It’s very important to remember that most participants are unfamiliar with partner organizations, TNC internal structure, and international work in general.  Each person’s role needs to be clearly defined.  Responsibilities must be clearly defined before trip departure.  One of the most vague positions is the chapter volunteer who probably has the most important job – getting participants.  This position needs to be evaluated and given the appropriate resources. 

Style
While some formal framing presentations are unavoidable, a much more loose and approachable atmosphere needs to be developed.  TNC and partner staff should view these trips as group facilitators – what are the outcomes wanted from the group and how to manage the process to reach these outcomes.  Building relationships is overwhelmingly the most valued experience from these trips.  A main objective should be to design trips that allow comfortable, informal opportunities for participants to mix with in-country staff, board members and local community members.  Splitting the group up for different activities and then bringing them back together to share their adventures seems to add to group bonding and positive dynamics.  
Formal Presentations

· Less in better – participants prefer to learn in the field

· Short – 15 minutes maximum if given in Spanish with translation, 25 minutes maximum in English

· On message – one or two key points, clear and consistent
· Define behavioral objectives for each presentation, what is the outcome you want to elicit
· Powerpoint is OK, but only with lots of pictures and little text

· Maps are important

· Financial context is important to know early in the trip

· Should be interactive – for example, ask the group to solve a problem, break them into small groups, give them ten minutes, and then have each group present their solutions
· Pay attention to audience body language – for example if they are all asleep you should consider ending your presentation
Informal Presentations
· When developing a trip itinerary identify key field sites to reinforce trip objectives

· Assign responsibility for who will first initiate discussion and who will lead it

· Have clear objectives or defined desired outcomes for each field discussion

· Weave informal discussion into the trip experience – have specific topics ready that will reinforce trip objectives (e.g. threats – when driving from Cancun to Sian Ka’an)

· Be creative in locations for launching informal discussions – e.g. top of Calakmul pyramid

· Be flexible in your locations, have a backup location in case not all participants can physically reach the location (e.g. top of Calakmul pyramid)

· Plan informal discussions that include basic major donor concerns – fiscal stability of partners, leadership and staff quality, political stability, ROCI – return on conservation investment, will it solve the problem, why now – urgency/impact donation
Trip Itineraries

· Plan plenty of free time

· Try to avoid driving more than two hours at one time and no more than four hours in one day

· Develop discussion themes for longer drives

· Plan unexpected surprises (e.g. don’t include bat cave in itinerary that is sent to participants)

· Have two itineraries for every trip – one internal which has the planned unexpected surprises, informal discussions, etc; and another for public

· Being at the project sites and/or within the protected areas is one of the most important activity

· Connecting with local staff and board is equally important and itineraries should be designed for informal, relaxed interaction

· Participants want to have fun and learn at the same time

· Participants, in general, do not like the formal presentations

· Involving spouses is very important and separate activities may be appropriate with certain groups
Conclusion
With a significant shift in the organizational focus to worldwide conservation efforts, the Mexico Program’s project areas are strategically located close to the US with strong biological linkages.  As more major donor prospects visit project sites in Southern Mexico, designing fun and informative trip itineraries is extremely important.  With well focused, well designed itineraries, participants will develop a strong personal connection and a sense of ownership of TNC’s international work.  Expanding participants’ vision, not only to Mexico, but to a worldwide level, will have significant long-term benefits for the ambitious conservation efforts.  Training partner organization staff to effectively communicate their conservation message, and put these beautiful places into a conservation context will significantly expand their capacity to not only develop long-term relationships with TNC members, but communicate more effectively with public and private foundations and other funding sources.
These participants are spending their money to learn about international conservation efforts.  However, outside a few extremely dedicated board members, a significant proportion of participants still view the trip as a vacation.  The challenge is to weave the conservation story and message in an engaging, entertaining and fun way that inspires participants to take action on behalf of TNC and partner organizations. 
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