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PREFACE
This document was developed to provide Principal
Investigators and Project Evaluators working with the
National Science Foundation's Directorate for Education and Human Resource Development (EHR) with a

basic understanding of dissemination. It is aimed at
people who want to learn more about both developing

and implementing a dissemination plan. It complements the "User-Friendly Handbook for Project Evalu-

ation, Science, Mathematics, Engineering, and

Technology Education" which is also available from
NSF.
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DISSEMINATION GUIDELINES
The National Science Foundation strongly believes in
the importance of disseminating the findings of successful projects. The purpose of this document is to
provide guidelines for NSF grantees in thinking about,
and planning for, the dissemination and implementation of project results.
What is Dissemination?

to scatter widely, as in sowing seed. . . to spread
abroad. . ." are Webster's definitions. Most people
would say that dissemination is the process of getting
information and products to potential users. Unfortunately, that view is not sufficient. Without working on
".

.

.

the reception side, you may have a message that
virtually no one listens to, much less acts on.

For a long time, researchers in the social sciences
aligned themselves with engineers. The idea was
that a rational research and development process

(Research >Development >Dissemination)

would be sufficient to do the job. As it turned out,

what is needed in the social and behavioral sciences is a more complex and less linear model for
transferring knowledge from developers and researchers to users. Here is a definition that more
accurately reflects the complexity of the process:

Dissemination is the process of communicating information to specific audiences
for the purpose of extending knowledge
and, in some cases, with a view to
modifying policies and practices.
Within the definition are concepts dealing with four
different goals of dissemination: spread of information, choice of alternative products or procedures,

exchange of information, and implementation of
new processes or procedures (Klein, 1992). Let us
explore these four goals.

When spread is the focus of the dissemination effort,
a variety of media formats are usually considered, e.g.,

audio, video, or text, using one or more vehicles:

presentation at professional meetings, publications in
journals and telecommunications. Spread is usually
aimed at a large number of people and reaches them
at random. A targeted spread would define audiences

5
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more narrowly and confine communication to those
journals read by the specific audience; to those conferences attended by the defined audience; and to tele-

communications networks that are likely to include
members of the target group.

Dissemination as choice involves the communica-

tion of information about alternative products,

practices, programs, and policies. It is delivered by
libraries, information centers and clearinghouses.

Its function is to help users to locate needed

information that is not usually available at their
fingertips. With easier access to databases online
and toll-free telephone numbers, information can
be obtained so that choice of relevant data can be
made. However, for successful dissemination, the
information must be put into the system and users

must become aware of its availability. Placement of

information into a database is no guarantee of

eventual dissemination; it occurs only when someone knows enough to request it.
Placement of information in a
database is no guarantee of
eventual dissemination; it occurs
only when someone knows enough
to request it.

Exchange occurs when information, products or observations are shared. Examples of exchange involve inter-

active communication through face-to-face visits,
e-mail messages, and informal conversations at professional meetings. The "audience" is usually small

er

individuals or small groups who sometimes form

networks for the purpose ofsharing research findings,
new information, and availability of materials.

Implementation is the actual use of information by

z

other practitioners and is fostered by direct assistance
to the user. It may include training in the use of a new
product or procedure through a local team trained by
the original developer; it may be a "help" screen on a
computer or a toll-free telephone number that facilitates implementation. Implementation is actually one
of the major purposes of dissemination. It is often

assumed to occur simply because information has
been sent. Crandall (1989) concludes:

"Policies that involve clearly defined and
validated practices, when linked with inperson assistance from experienced developers, implementors, and facilitators,
appear to have a greater chance for improving school practice."
Dissemination is context dependent. People in vari-

6
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ous seWngs often act on the basis of traditions and
values of the organization. There are general proce-

dures or guidelines that are useful but absolute
rules do not exist.

What Is a Dissemination Plan?

Like any organized procedure to accomplish specific results, a dissemination plan is deceptively
simple. At first it may seem like a list of activities
that have been organized to communicate a message to people who want (or ought) to receive it.
However, a broader definition of dissemination is
employed here. Greater complexity emerges and

the need for a specific plan is evident. Before
actually writing a plan, think about the following
questions:

Why? What is the purpose of the dissemination
effort? What should happen as a result? What
difference should it make? Why botht
Who? Who are the ultimate users of the product or
practice? Should the users be reached directly
or through intermediaries? How many people
are in the audience and where are they
located? Is there a secondary audience?

What? What is the content that is to be

disseminated? Is it new knowledge? What
form is it in? If it is a product, does it require
any type of training or assistance to ensure its
proper use?

How? What means or media could be used to
disseminate the knowledge or products?
Should several media be used? What are the
most cost-effective ways to reach the defined
audience? Are prospective users more likely to
seek information from one source than
another?
With What Consequences? What does one expect to see if the dissemination
is a success? Where will it make a difference?
Are we fostering awareness? adoption? greater
knowledge? enlightenment? enhanced capacity?
changes in ongoing policies and practices?
Without knowing which level of outcome we are
after, it is practically impossible to make a
dissemination plan.
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Getting Started
There is no universal formula for successful dissemination. Still, if you can answer the why? who? what?
etc. questions above, you will be at least halfway there.
Beyond that, there are only a few "rules of thumb."
Words on paper alone won't get far. If you want
potential users to really understand and use your
product or innovative practice, you will need to
interact with people.
A good rule of thumb is to
assign a 3-5% of the project
budget to dissemination
and allow about 18 months
for this phase of the project.

Work as much as possible through existing
channels, networks, and associations. They will
carry ycur messages to the people who are likely
users.
Begin planning for dissemination early in the
project; this allows you to prepare the ground.
Waiting until the end often means that your
public is going to face a steeper learning curve
than you did.

Try to stay with your dissemination long enough
to measure its actual impact and assure quality
control.
Building the Plan: Decisions

A dissemination plan usually involves five major
decisionc: (1) defining the purpose; (2) identifying the
audience; (3) stating content; (4) designing strategies;
and (5) assessing impact. Each step will be discussed
in the following sections. It is sometimes necessary to

return to earlier steps during the process.
Decision Point #1

Defining the putpose

One of the first decisions is to determine the desired

purposes. A linear continuum helps to review the
options in terms of goals to be reached. As one moves
along the continuum, increasing effort is required to
achieve the goal.

Some NSF dissemination initiatives stop at the
level of awareness or understanding. This level
might be acceptable for some projects but, if prac-

tices or products are to be adopted and implemented, further steps have to be taken. These
additional steps require more time and, usually,

8
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more funds. The question for Decision Point #1

really involves two considerations: the desired level

of dissemination and the available resources.
Decision Point #2

Identifying the audience

The next decision involves specification of the audience to be reached. Sometimes there may be primaly
and secondafy audiences. Think in terms of specific
people and what they already know prior to exposure
to this new information. Also consider the number of
people who should be reached. The names may not
necessarily be stated but can be translated into such
descriptors as "departmentchair," "principal," orpresident of the teacher's union."

Innovators

those few with special interestt
,e;
SkiktrOtivatiall
e+

e
e

`Keitpersotts --iptikeepeo,Opinitol leaders
Potential' Adopters ;ripaleatit s's k4;paientiai'

audience
,

Everyone

all people who might be affected

It may be helpful to look at the first two decision
points using a matrix that focuses on those elements as shown in Exhibit 1.

To use the matrix, name the persons who will be
involved and determine the category into which they
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Exhibit 1

A Matrix to Assist in Developing a Dissemination Strategy.
Level

.

Audience
Innovators
(Special
Interest)

Key Persons

Potential
Adopters

(Gatekeepers)

Everyone
Who Might
Be Affected

Awareness
1

Understanding

Acceptance
Adoption
Implementation
Institutionalization

fall. Next, indicate the level you want each person to

reach. If the Principal Investigator wants the university professor of computer science to be aware, an "x"

would be placed in the "special interest" column

opposite "awareness." For another purpose, say the
"adoption" of the ideas by the "chair of the computer
science department," an "x" would be placed at that
intersection and a diasemination plan would be developed with that focu 3 in mind.
Devision Point #3

Stating Content

Content is broadly defined. It may be the research or
evaluation findings of a project; a product (such as a
computer program, a series ofvideodisks or a syllabus

for a course); a process or procedure combining
several of the above. Content is substance. It can be

described. It is the essence of what the audience
should receive. Once decided, the level of understanding should be determined.

The "stuff' of disseminatior. is the content. Content is
found in products, practices, programs, and policies.

"Products" are usually independent, self-standing
instructional materials, such as computer software,
laboratory kits, videotapes, audiotapes, and textbooks. "Practices" are teaching methods, usually combined with instructional management procedures that
are used in teaching/learning environments. They are

10
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DESIGNING STRATEGIES

sometimes called "techniques." Content could also be

processthe practice of presenting and interacting

with substantive information. It could be "knowledge"
created from project findings; it could be a synthesis of

separate existing knowledge that yields new understanding when analyzed as a whole.
Content ought to be one of the first considerations of
a dissemination plan. What is it that will be disseminated? This Is the core of the effort; it is the substance.
Without it, there can be no dissemination. The contc.rit, combined with purpose and audience provide a

basis for systemic change. Exhibit 2 presents an

example of purpose, audience, and content combined.
Decision Point #4

Designing Shategies

"Purpose" (Decision Point #1) and "audience" (Decision Point #2) are considered along with "content"

(Decision Point #3) prior to determination of the
strategy. Exhibit 2 provides an aid to guide this
procedure and the previous example (Exhibit 1)
illustrates how these elements are used to develop
a strategy.
There are many dissemination strategies that can and
should be entertained. Many will be familiar and some

are new. The following is an illustrative, but not
exhaustive, list:

A common failing in the creation
of most dissemination plans
Ls to jump to the strategy
before considering
the prior questions.

Formal report
Brochure
Lecture

Symposium
Personql Interview

Demonstration
Workshop

Computer Conference
Electronic Mail

Video Conference

Telelecture
Film

Laser Disk
Exhibit

A common failing in the creation of most dissemination plans is to jump to the strategy before considering
the prior questions. A Principal Investigator may be
taken with the idea of videoconferencing, for example,
and select it as a primary approach without thinking

through the match between this strategy and the
purpose, audience, and content to be addressed. A

EHR/NSF Dissemination Handbook
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Exhibit 2

Aa Example of Purpose, Audience, and Content Combined

Purpose?

To develop guidelines and
examples for the teaching
of laboratory science at a
distance.

Audience? Teachers of chemistry who
have taught or are interested in teaching at a distance.
Content?

The process of designing,

developing, and evaluating
materials and techniques
for teaching chemistry at a
distance.
Strategies? An invitational conference;
demonstrations; videotapes;
electronic networks; reports
at professional meetings.

Distance education Is a significant trend in North American secondary and post-secondary education. The availability of courses when schools or colleges cannot be
reached because of location,time, or physical handicap
has been made possible through a variety of communication technologies: computers, satellite video, telephones, and combinations of media. Most courses can
be redesigned for distance learners by utiting interactive
learning techniques. However,the laboratoryexperiences
are an integral part of most beginning courses in chemistry, biology and physics. When students and teachers are
remote from each other, tt is difficult to provide opportunities for students to experience the discovery that is part
of laboratory work.

A proposal to NSF spelled out the need for a national
conference to exchange information among secondary
and post-secondary teachers of chemistry who were
involved in, or contemplated Involvement in, teaching
chemistry at a distance. This audence would bring materials, experiments, and questionsto a 3-day conference to
exchange information with colleagues. A resource person from the British Open University, where successful
chemistry laboratory programs have been offered at a

distance, would be available. The content centeed on
materials, techniques, procedures, and student assessment used in teaching chemistry at a distance.
To ensure further dissemination of the conference results, individual participants would give brief demon-

strations of their approach and each would be
videotaped for later use by individuals who had not
attended the conference. Further, during the conference, the organizer would lead the group through a
simulation exercise to create a laboratory kit for one
topic in chemistry. The process would be documented
and later turned into published guidelines for teachers
of chemistry (and perhaps other laboratory sciences)
to create laboratory kits for distance learners. Availabil-

ity of the videotape and the guidelines would be
announced in journals read by chemistry teachers. A
presentation would be given at the national conference. Individuals attending the conference would be
included on a national computer network with bulletin
board and electronic mail.

EHR/NSF Dissemination Handbook

12

14

ASSESSING IMPACT

USER-FRIENDLY HANDBOOK FOR PROJECT DISSEMINATION

related problem is the over-reliance on a single strat-

egy. For example, we may assume without really

analyzing a situation that a written report is the best

way to disseminate findings. This assumption is
probably based in large part on the fact that our
training has predisposed us to this alternative and we
are most comfortable with it. It may not, however, be
a strategy for success.

Some examples help to illustrate how various strategies can effectively combine media and procedures to
"get the word out" to target audiences.
We begin with the case of a research project that has
come up with significant findings. Normally the researcher would seek publication in a refereed journal
and a formal presentation at a conference of the field
most closely related to the study. If a goal is limited to
informing other researchers in the same specialized
field about the fmdings, the normal strategies would

apply. However, if the researcher is attempting to
stimulate related research by other researchers, a

symposium might be arranged, followed by an electronic mail network for day-to-day sharing of information and new findings.
Another example focuses on teaching and learning. A
mathematics educator has developed and tested new

approaches to teaching geometry using microcomputers. His objective is to gain acceptance of the new
approaches by secondary school mathematics teachers from urban schools. Presentations are planned for
several national meetings that are usually attended by
teachers from the defined audience (understanding).

Summer workshops are announced for individuals
who have expressed interest in the new procedures
(adoption) and a computer network is used for followup and interaction among those who have adopted the
new techniques and materials (implementation).

Decie Ion Point #5Assessing impact

After all the planning, the question is: "Has the
dissemination effort made any difference?" Has there

been any change in the people who were being addressed? What has happened (if anything) as a result
of dissemination?
A first step in measuring "success" is to review the
criteria upon which "success" will be determined.

Start with the previously stated purposeto what

EHR/NSF Dissemination Handbook
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extent has this purpose been reached? How do you
know? If you do not have evidence, how can it be
obtained? To what extent are quantitative data helpful
and when is qualitative information more useful?

An integral part of any
dissemination plan is evaluation
of the result.

Too often we are willing to limit ourselves to making
information available. An integral part ofany dissemination plan is the evaluation of the result. Sometimes

such information is not immediately available because it takes time for new users to decide, to adopt,

and to gain resources to implement. However, here are
some examples of feedback that should be systematically recorded:

Requests received for more information in writing
or by telephone
Number of individuals (or organizations) that
sign-up for training offered by the Principal
Investigator
Number of persons who visit sites where new
practices are being used

Number of invitations for speakers/consultants
to come to the site where the new practice is
being considered.
Summary

The guidelines presented above provide a general
overview of dissemination as it applies to NSF projects.

It is intended to assist Principal Investigators in the
creation of a dissemination approach. To summarize
these suggestions, an overview has been developed to
provide tips for dissemination.

14
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TIPS

Tips for Dissemination Planning
1.

Steps To Be Taken Early in the Project
A.

Draft a global dissemination plan, which includes:

The identification of primary and secondary audiences
Some indication of the objectives for these audiences: awareness, understanding, adoption/adaption, implementation, or institutionalization
Some general ideas of the form of the dissemination for main audiences
(monograph, seminar, working group)

A preliminary budget: likely time, finances, staff required for dissemination effort.
B.

Contact key members of the main target audience(s) to:
Inform them about the study or project
Find the convergence between the study or project and their concerns and
interests

Get a sense of their understanding or conceptual mastery of the problems nested in the research and development questions

(Eventually) "sign-up" one or more people who will follow the project
and help with its dissemination.
C.

Have a look at the project design and analysis plan to see where:
Findings may be generalized to the target audiences
Certain findings can answer local questions

Outlines will not require too many "translations" to be used by nonspecialists.
2.

Steps To Take During the Project

Create simple mechanisms (meetings, study day) allowing key users to
gradually master the content and significance of the project.

Give these non-specialists some intermediary report in a readily understandable form. If possible, do some of this transfer interactively.
Control the level of understanding of the project by those within the
audience(s) who are likely to carry some of the results and products to
their organizations.

EHR/NSF Dissemination Handbook
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Try to identify the most pertinent information and products for the Principal
audience(s), and discuss with them the best channels of communication.
3.

Steps During the Concluding Phase of the Project
A.

Elaborate a precise dissemination plan for the principal "target" audiences:
Be specific about objectives (enlightenment, change of perspective,
action).
Be specific about different channels meant to cony the products to key
publics: reports, working group, training, articles in a professional journal.

Be clear about time, personnel, resources required.

Create a realistic timetable.
B.

Work out the responsibilities of key people in the organization:

Negotiate a commitment on their part.
Make explicit the part of the dissemination that they will carry.

Make explicit the contribution that the project team will make.
Be explicit about the time, means, and people that will be available to
individuals in these units who will be following up on the project.
4.

Steps During the Actual Conduct of the Dissemination:

General message: structure these dissemination activities as "conversations" with non-specialists about this project not as an "instructional"
event.
"Nourish" regukty the intermediaries who are disseminating the project locally.

Discuss with users the components of the project that can be translated into

specific recommendationsthat show what can be "done" with the findings or products in specific settings of use.

Control the "readability" of documents, along with the level of understanding of information presented interpersonally. Give these tasks to
members of the team who can best communicate with nonspecialists.
Stay in touch, monitor the dissemination effort until staff, trainers, and
key administrators have taken the study into internal councils (for decisions, planning) and have clearly mastered the project and its consequences.

17
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Plan some of this contact time for informal social contacts; leave some
"slack" space in the program of dissemination.
Produce products with visuals, humor, attractiveness; do not overload
with statistics and tables, detailed conceptual analyses, specialized language. Vary oral and written products; think of several ways to illustrate
the main conclusions.

Focus on "alterable" variableson variables that can realistically be
changed in desirable ways.
Be aware of local sensitivities, hierarchies, politics. They are very important; critical analysis is offen received as personal criticism.
At several points, meet with key useks and intermediaries to see how the
dissemination effort is progressing, and to determine what needs to be
amended.
If you are interested, follow up on suggestions to pursue this project; be
ready to address local questions that go beyond the information you
have provided but are pertinent to it.

If the awardee proposes to use grant funds for the purpose of commercial dissemination of any research results/products under the awardee's
proposal, the awardee should be aware that the requirements of Articles
17 and 19 of GC-1 will apply as well as any special terms or conditions
set forth in any award.

18
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Glossary
Adoption (adopter)

The c' -c;sion to make full use of innovation as the best
course of action available (the person or group who
make decisions) (Rogers, 1983, p. 172).

Change agent

The person who introduces and usually facilitates the
adoption and implementation of an innovation.

Dissemination

The process of communicating information to specific

audiences for the purpose of extending knowledge
and, in some cases, with a view to modifying policies
and practices.

Gatekeeper

An individual or individuals who withhold or reshape

information that they control as it flows into their
system (Rogers, 1983, p. 354).

Implementation

Putting an idea, process or product into use.

innovation (innovator)

An idea, practice or object that is perceived as new by
an individual or other unit of adoption (the person who

introduces or accepts the idea, practices or object)
(Rogers, 1983, p. 11).

institutionalization

Continued or routine use of an innovation after

Strategy

A systematic plan of action to reach predefined goals.

adoption and implementation.
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