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Introduction

While many are aware of Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) healthcare in urban areas,
it is less known that 41 percent of Veterans live in rural areas and have limited access to
healthcare. Often, the lack of VA resources in rural areas means Veterans must travel great
distances to access care or see a benefits specialist. Despite VA’s progress in opening clinics
in some rural communities, there are numerous areas in the country where Veterans
continue to be underserved.

VA’s Strategic Plan recognizes the challenge rural Veterans face in accessing their

benefits and emphasizes partnership between VA and community agencies as a means of
improving access for all Veterans. In Fiscal Year 2011, the Office of Rural Health and the
Veterans Rural Health Resource Center—Western Region developed the Rural Veterans
Outreach (RVO) Program, built upon lessons learned in the successful Tribal Veteran
Representative program in VISN 19. This toolkit contains the lessons learned from
community focus groups and pilots in three rural communities. Without the support of
our community partners, many of whom are Veterans, this endeavor would have been
more difficult and we are indebted to them for their assistance.

Using this toolkit can increase partnerships between VA and rural communities and
enhance VA’ ultimate goal of “Improving the quality of life for Veterans who live in rural
communities.” This toolkit will help:

* Build a relationship between VA and rural communities

Teach rural communities about benefits and services available to Veterans
* Connect VA programs with community partners to assist Veterans

* Improve outreach to Veterans living in rural areas

Help rural Veterans access local community resources
¢ Increase Veteran enrollment in rural areas

Recognizing that there are many models of outreach within the organization, we
welcome and encourage constructive feedback on the contents of this toolkit. We
wish to continuously improve our reach to rural Veterans through a sharing of ideas,
processes, and best practices.

-Veterans Rural Health Resource Center—Western Region Team
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The Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) is committed to recognizing and honoring the
service of rural Veterans through the provision of high quality, accessible benefits and
services to all eligible Veterans. As evidence of this commitment VHA’s Office of Rural
Health supported the development of the Rural Veterans Outreach program (RVO).

The RVO program promotes collaboration between the VA and our community partners by
leveraging relationships with community members who interact with rural Veterans to assist
them with outreach efforts in providing rural Veterans with information and referral about
VA benefits, ultimately providing improved access to the best quality of care for rural
Veterans.

The RVO program is important because it assists VA in extending the arm of outreach
efforts to rural Veterans through trusted members of the communities in which they reside.
The Veterans Rural Health Resource Center— Western Region (VRIIRC-WR) has
developed the RVO program through a series of three pilots in rural communities in the
Western United States, each with its own set of resources and challenges, but with a
common goal of serving their community members, including the Veterans. Leaders in each
of the locations desired a closer working relationship with VA to serve those important
members of their communities collaboratively.

The VRHRC-WR has developed an RVO Toolkit which contains the lessons learned from
the three pilot sites and resources to assist VA personnel to;

*  Identify and initiate relationships with key partners.

*  Deliver a training program to these community organizations on the comprehensive
benefits available through VA, the State and local entities serving Veterans.

*  Collaborate to plan and implement outreach activities and events in rural areas using
joint efforts between the VA and the leaders and services providers within these rural
communities, utilizing the available resources.

VA is committed to serving all of America’s heroes, including rural Veterans. I believe this
is an exceptionally important educational and assistance program which can be widely
disseminated. Its impact will be substantive and far-reaching, using the expertise in rural
communities to extend the reach of VA to serve our Veterans. I enthusiastically endorse the
RVO program and the Toolkit. I look forward to hearing about the successful efforts using
this innovative approach to serving our rural Veterans.

Director, VHA Office of Rural Health
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Why Community Partnerships?

Community partnerships are important because VA does not have a physical presence

in every rural community. Working with enthusiastic partners such as aging programs,
churches, and other agencies helps VA reach more Veterans in rural areas. These agencies
are trusted members of the community, are experts on local customs and needs, and more
importantly, they care about improving their community.

Advantages and Challenges:

A partnership between VA and communities offers many potential advantages:
* DPooling of resources: budget, personnel, etc.
* Local enthusiasm and commitment to the community
* Stronger VA presence in community
* Extending the reach of VA when VA resources are not present

* Local expertise to help VA understand local values, customs, needs, and barriers
that may affect outreach

* Trusted community partners who can connect VA services to rural Veterans who
may be hesitant or not trust VA

* Good will between VA and communities can pave the way for future collaboration
and innovation

* Eliminates or reduces redundancy

Working within rural communities will have its challenges:

* Communities may have previous bad experiences with VA or the
federal government.

* Concern about financial or time expectations of a partnership.

* Internal VA attitudes that predispose VA personnel to “go it alone”

* Federal, state, or community rules that may reduce efficiency and slow progress

Change: Why Is It Difficult?

To some, the RVO aims represent a different approach to outreach that may seem
threatening, which can derail progress. Understanding reasons for resisting change helps
an organization change. There are at least four major reasons why change is difficult.’

* It’s unknown—One of life’s greatest fears is the unknown. It causes us to resist
those things for which we cannot easily see a well known outcome.

* It’s challenging—Change stretches us out of our comfort zone. Some of us like to
be stretched more than other people do.

* It’s uncertain—When we change, we are often introducing untested waters. We
prefer certainty.

* It’s unpopular —The resistance to change is universal. Change invites animosity
and tension.

Veterans Rural Health Resource Center — Western Region | Rural Veteran Outreach Toolkit Version 1.5 7



Change is more likely to occur under certain conditions:'

* When enthusiasm or progress towards goals is diminishing with “the way we've
always done things.”

* When you have a plan that is well thought out and purposeful.
* When the change will result in greater use of existing resources.

* When it is clear a change will be needed to meet customers’ expectations and
performance measures.

Several strategies can help smooth the change process:

* Address the issue of change management early and often

* Familiarize yourself with the cultural differences among all the partners. This
includes corporate cultures that may affect how the organization perceives the
partnership. Embrace diversity.

* Focus on common goals, the main one being to help Veterans.

* Meet with your partners, preferably in person, to clarify the desired outcomes
and goals of a partnership. Identify potential organizational resources needed to
successfully achieve mutual goals.

Enthusiastic Partners—Who are they?

Successful partnerships include all stakeholders who can pool resources and use their

expertise to meet shared goals. The partners available in each community will vary but
the following agencies are present in most states:

e State and Local Veteran groups. These include State and County Veterans offices
and Veterans Services Organizations like the American Legion or Wounded
Warriors. Many of these organizations offer trained service officers to help Veterans
apply for benefits and services.

¢ State Offices of Rural Health. These offices collect information about rural issues
and coordinate rural health resources and activities state-wide.

* Aging Services. Many rural Veterans may already be receiving help from local
aging services, which are offered through most counties in the US, though in rural
areas, a single office may cover multiple counties.

8 Veterans Rural Health Resource Center — Western Region | Rural Veteran Outreach Toolkit Version 1.5



Q)

ther important community groups may include:

* State Offices of Veterans Affairs * Public Safety

* Community service organizations * Healthcare providers

* State and County health * Business organizations
departments e Media

e Other federal, state, or local
governmental agencies

e Libraries

o * Military groups (e.g. National
> Nipnsprofic pigietin Guard and Reserves units)

¢ Academic institutions 5 sl G

\ * Faith-based organizations y

Securing support from local VA leadership early in the process ensures a commitment of
resources for successful outreach to communities. A local VA champion should spearhead
outreach activities and represent VA in a rural community. In our pilots, local champions
have included rural health coordinators, chaplains, and telehealth coordinators.

S

ome VA offices and programs are particularly helpful in
supporting outreach activities:

¢ Veterans Healthcare Administration (VHA)

— VISN Rural Consultant — Women Veterans Program

— Enrollment Specialists Managers

— OEF/OIF/OND Program — Rural CBOGCs
Managers — Public Affairs Officers

— Telehealth Coordinators — Patient Advocates

— My HealtheVet Coordinators — Office of Rural Health

— Homeless Veterans Program and Veterans Rural Health
Managers Resource Centers

¢ Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA)

— Outreach Coordinators

* National Cemetery’s Administration (NCA)

— Administrative Officers — Public Affairs officers

\. J
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The Rural Veterans Outreach Program

10

The RVO program expands on traditional Veterans outreach by focusing on:

* Understanding local Veterans’ needs by learning about the community, its
resources, and challenges.

* Developing an enduring VA presence in the community through existing
non-VA agencies.

* Implementing outreach activities that promote partnership between VA and the
community to help rural Veterans.

This toolkit describes several steps the RVO program uses to promote partnership
between VA and communities.

Step 1. Selecting a Community
Step 2. Understanding the Community
Step 3. Planning a Community Information and Referral Workshop

Step 4. Planning an Outreach Event

Step 5. Sustaining a Partnership

Veterans Rural Health Resource Center — Western Region | Rural Veteran Outreach Toolkit Version 1.5



Selecting a Community

Selecting a community for partnership should not be a random process. Here are some
tips for selecting a community:

* Make contact with your VISN Rural Consultant (VRC). Each VRC has
conducted a “VISN Rural Needs Assessment” that can help guide you. A list of
VRCs is located at http://www.ruralhealth.va.gov/contact/cont_bio_vrc.asp

* Your VRC has access to data and GIS mapping resources that can help identify
areas of greatest need. Share your ideas with the VRC of the communities that
may be good to facilitate collaborative relationships with and request data about
Veteran population densities, drive times, VA facilities, and other healthcare
facilities in the area.

Communities where success is most likely will have several things in common:

* A high percentage of Veterans who are not enrolled in the VHA.

* Groups that focus on Veterans’ issues. Veterans Service Organizations are one such

In one pilot community,
VA partnered with a
non-profit community
health coalition that
had created a compact
to serve Veterans and
their dependants. In
another community, the
County Commissioners
had created an advisory

board of Vetemny

group but there may be others. /

* An organized community advocacy group that is well connected with formal
leaders in the area.

Veterans Rural Health Resource Center — Western Region | Rural Veteran Outreach Toolkit Version 1.5
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Understanding the Community

Communities may be skeptical of government invitations for partnerships. Past attempts
at partnership may have gone poorly. Therefore, the initial aim in approaching a
community is to listen and learn. Rather than offer a “program” to help Veterans in a
community, focus on understanding community needs, values, and culture from the
community’s perspective. Doing a little advance research about the community shows

a sincere commitment to working with the community. You research may also suggest
individuals and organizations that may want to participate in partnership activities.

Start your research on the Internet to gather information on:

* History and demographics
* Economy and infrastructure

¢ (Governance

* Veteran data
This information
can be compiled into
a resource book for * Agencies that serve Veterans

* Organizations that serve the community at the local, county and state levels

community members ﬁeveral websites offer helpful information about communities. (Keep in mind that some

@ral agencies do not have websites):

* www.usacitiesonline.com/
¢ www.hometownlocator.com/

* www.irs.gov/app/pub-78/ (searches for charities by city)

United States Census Bureau www.census.gov/

Local Chamber of Commerce websites

Your understanding of the community should change as the partnership develops over
time. New information may require adjustments to your plans, but will ultimately result
in better outreach because you have adapted to local needs.
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Planning a Community Information

and Referral Workshop

In our experience, most communities want to know how to help Veterans obtain VA
benefits. A community information and referral workshop held in the community is one
way to address this need. Ideally, the workshop accomplishes three goals:

* Educate the community about VA benefits and services and how to help Veterans
obtain them.

* Connect community groups with VA, State, and local Veteran resources that can
help meet Veterans needs

* Facilitate networking among VA and community to identify opportunities for
collaboration.

Ultimately, the workshop opens dialog between VA and the community and creates
opportunities for future partnership to address Veterans’ needs. Attendees are encouraged
to partner with local VA staff on outreach events within the community.

Planning a Successful Community Information and Referral Workshop

Lessons learned to make the workshop a success:

* Seek a local champion that can help identify agencies to invite

* When an agency RSVPs, ask them for other agencies that may be interested in
attending.

* Presenters should include local subject matter experts:
— VHA, VBA, and NCA.
(— State Veterans benefits (State Office of Veterans Affairs) >

— Local VSOs and other organizations that serve Veterans.

Often, state or county

* Inform presenters that they do not need to go into the details about eligibility Veterans representatives
criteria or forms. can talk about state and
* Cover all VA programs so the community members are aware the program exists. federal benefits.

* If known issues are exposed early in the planning stages use this time to address
issues or brainstorm possible solutions.

* Provide phone numbers, emails, and contact names so community groups
know whom to contact with questions.

* Request that presenters stay for the duration of the meeting to answer questions
and network.

* Presentations should leave plenty of time for questions and discussion.

¢ Allow plenty of time for informal networking.
See “ Timeline and Suggestions for a Community Information and

Referral Workshop” in the appendix for additional information on
planning a Workshop.
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Planning a Community
Outreach Event

Goal of a Community Outreach Event

The main goals of the community outreach events are to:

* Educate Veterans about their benefits
* Enroll Veterans in VHA programs and assist in applying for other VA benefits

* Identify local resources available to them.

However, these events have the additional purpose of strengthening the relationship

Community members between community and VA. Working together to plan this event increases trust and
can help identify demonstrates mutual good will, laying the groundwork for future partnership to serve
local resources at free Veterans. Because of this additional goal, keep the following in mind when planning this

or reduced cost. For event:

example, community

il i AF T * VA and the community should jointly coordinate the outreach event. Include

workshop attendees and other local organizations on the planning committee.

arranged for free use o
.g f ﬁ f Ideally, the workshop should be community led as much as possible.
the city civic center and
contacted a club at the * Consider community traditions, calendars, and expertise so you can adapt the
community college to event to local resources and Veteran needs.
sell food as a fundraiser * Consider combining with an existing event based on the community leaders’

during the event. input, to maximize the exposure and marketing through existing resources.

* Invite local agencies to have a booth at the event.
See “Timeline and Suggestions for Outreach Event” in the appendix for
additional information.

14
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Sustaining a Partnership

Ideally, the information and referral workshop and Veteran outreach events create a
foundation for future collaboration between VA and the community. Partnerships are
sustained under the following conditions:

* All participants share a common goal
* Partnership is mutually beneficial for all participants

* Communication is open, honest, and inclusive

Participants have mutual respect and trust
* All contribution levels and resources are accepted

One important measure of success, therefore, is whether VA and communities continue
to work together on Veteran-focused activities after these events are completed. The
partnership formed from those activities depends on community and VA needs and will
be unique in each community. Here are some examples:

* The MyHealtheVet coordinator and the librarian developed a training module
on MyHealtheVet for use at the local library so Veterans would not have to drive
to the medical center. The training was eventually was offered at every library in
the state.

* Two community clinics with capacity for telehealth connected with the local VA
telehealth coordinator to discuss expanding VA telehealth services to Veterans in
this area.

* The local VA and community developed a mini-outreach in association with a flu
shot event for local Veterans.

Partnerships between VA and communities offer benefits for everyone. Ultimately,
Veterans and their families benefit through improved access to healthcare and other
benefits they have earned through service to their country. This toolkit represents one
approach to developing VA/community partnerships. We welcome feedback and ideas
about other approaches that have been successful. If you would like to give feedback,
please email us. Our contact information is included in the front of this toolkit.

Thank you for the services you provide to those who served us: Our Nation’s Heroes,
Our Veterans!

Veterans Rural Health Resource Center — Western Region | Rural Veteran Outreach Toolkit Version 1.5
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Appendices .

VA Information Sources

* A good starting point is to locate the VISN’s strategic plan. This document serves
as a needs assessment for the VISN and will help guide you in identifying service
areas that the VISN would like to focus on increasing access to Veterans.

* ORH Zip Code Crosswalk

— Use of this tool quickly identifies target area by identifying communities’
urban, rural or highly rural designation

— http://vaww.ruralhealth.va.gov/RURALHEALTH/docs/VA_Rural_Zip_
Code_Crosswalk Oct2011.xlsx

* VHA Support Service Center (VSSC)

— Use of this tool allows researchers to locate market areas current enrollment and
forecasted enrollment data

— http://vssc.med.va.gov/
* ADUSH GIS Planning Portal (AGGP)
— Allows users to develop maps with drive time bands
— Mapping tools shows all VA medical centers and CBOC:s.

— Mapping does not show VA facilities that do not have their own station
numbers, such as Primary Care Telehealth Outreach Clinics, vet centers, etc.

— http://vaww.pssg.med.va.gov/portal/
* VBA Outreach Website:

— Includes lists with contact information for VBA outreach coordinators.
http://vbaw.vba.va.gov/bl/27/Outreach/coordinators.htm

* Helpful policies and procedures:

— Food at Events VA Financial Policies and Procedures Awards, Ceremonies,
Food or Refreshments, Gifts or Mementos December 2010
Volume II-Chapter 4 http://www.va.gov/finance/docs/VA-FinancialPolicy
VolumelIChapter04.pdf

— Liability for space rental is covered by the Federal Tort Claims Act, (28 U.S.C.
1346(b),2671-2680)

— Veteran Surveys Department of Veterans Affairs VA DIRECTIVE 6309
— http://wwwl.va.gov/vapubs/viewPublication.asp?Pub_ID=532&FType=2

* Link to Federal Benefits for Veterans, Dependents and Survivors (Publication
#S5\N051-000-00238-5) also available in Spanish http://www.va.gov/opa/
publications/benefits_book.asp

Veterans Rural Health Resource Center — Western Region | Rural Veteran Outreach Toolkit Version 1.5 17


http://vaww.ruralhealth.va.gov/RURALHEALTH/docs/VA_Rural_Zip_Code_Crosswalk_Oct2011.xlsx
http://vaww.ruralhealth.va.gov/RURALHEALTH/docs/VA_Rural_Zip_Code_Crosswalk_Oct2011.xlsx
http://vssc.med.va.gov/
http://vaww.pssg.med.va.gov/portal/
http://vbaw.vba.va.gov/bl/27/Outreach/coordinators.htm
http://www.va.gov/finance/docs/VA-FinancialPolicy
VolumeIIChapter04.pdf
http://www.va.gov/finance/docs/VA-FinancialPolicy
VolumeIIChapter04.pdf
http://www1.va.gov/vapubs/viewPublication.asp?Pub_ID=532&FType=2
http://www.va.gov/opa/publications/benefits_book.asp
http://www.va.gov/opa/publications/benefits_book.asp

Additional resources can be found online:

www.ruralhealth.va.gov/resource-centers/western/outreach-toolkit.asp

* Sample community profile
* Community Information and Referral Workshop Resources

— Invitation Letter to Community Leaders for Community Benefits and
Referral Workshop

— Agenda for Community Information and Referral Workshop
— “Save the Date” for Community Information and Referral Workshop Postcard
— Presentation for Veterans Health Administration

— Presentation for Veterans Information Administration and National
Cemetery Administration

— Community Information and Referral Workshop Event Evaluation
* Community Outreach Event Resources

— Outreach Event Floor Plan

— Public Service Announcement/Media Release

— Flyer Announcing Outreach Event

— DPostcard to Veterans Announcing Outreach Event

— Outreach Event Comment Card for Attendees (Community-Driven)

Timeline and Suggestions for a Community Information and

Referral Workshop

3 Months Prior to Community Information and Referral Workshop:

* Identify and secure training location.
— Assure adequate handicapped accessible parking.

— Suitable room size, microphone, projector, computers, comfortable seating, and
room to network.

— Work with your community partners to identify a free or donated site, which
fosters sustainability to use the site in future events

— If paying for location you will need to get your purchase cardholder involved
now. The space may have a “Use Agreement” that needs to be signed and the
site will need to be entered into the vendor file. Your purchase cardholder will
know what this entails.
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* Identify and invite your presenters/subject matter experts

— Share the presentation guidelines to your presenters. They should provide a
brief overview of services and benefits and leave plenty of time for questions
and discussion.

— We want to provide enough information to help agencies to recognize needs in

their Veteran populations where VA may be able to help.

6 Weeks Prior to the Community Information and Referral Workshop:

* Send Community Information and Referral Workshop invitations to community
members and organizations. Request an RSVP about 1 week prior to event.

* If Community Information and Referral Workshop is all day plan on providing

refreshments and a light lunch. Identify vendors in the area who might provide the

meal, order the food, and work with your purchase card holder to pay for it for
non VA participants. VA employees must pay for their own lunch. VA has strict
policies in place when it comes to purchasing food

1 Week Prior to the Community Information and Referral Workshop:

* DPrepare a presentation folder for the Community partners. Include the following:
— Name badges

— Local Points of Contact at the closest VA Medical Center, CBOC and
VA programs

— Current edition of the Federal Benefits for Veterans Dependants &
Survivors book

— Presenters PowerPoint presentations

— Any other pertinent marketing material such as My HealtheVet pamphlet,
suicide hotline, etc.

— Notepads and pens

Day of the Community Information and Referral Workshop:

* Arrive at least %2 hour early

* Set-up tables and chairs that accommodates open discussions (open circles or
tables facing each other rather than lecture podium )

* Place presentation folders on tables prior to participants arriving
* Refreshments and/or a light lunch is recommended
* Allow time for plenty of breaks

* Allow time for networking
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Opening the Community Information and Referral Workshop:

* Introduce yourself and your team. Give your background and interests. You
should also talk about why you choose to work for VA.

e Why their community was targeted
— Distance from healthcare facility — Projected growth of Veterans

— # of currently enrolled Veterans — Partnerships potential with
opportunities for success

* Why the group was invited

— Identified as strong — Key to helping VA to learn
community leaders with what resources are available
an interest in serving their in community

community, including those
that are Veterans

.

* Clearly address the goals of the meeting

— Community to learn more — Forming partnerships to
about resources available plan and hold an Outreach
through VA, State, Veterans Event

Services Organizations and
local entities

— VA to learn more about
resources available through the
Community

e Ground rules

— Focus on building our future — Be creative, have fun, work
relationship to serve Veterans hard in event planning

* Go around the room allowing each participant time to introduce themselves
and their organizations and missions

* Acknowledge and thank the Veterans in the group for their service

¢ Talk about the mission of VA. Most people do not realize there are three
arms and missions of VA.

— Veterans Health — National Cemeteries
Administration (VHA) Administration (NCA)

— Veterans Benefits
Administration (VBA)
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Forming a Partnership with the Community for Plannning an

Outreach Event

After the formal presentations of the workshop, work on forming a partnership
with the attendees.

* Ask the community for their help * Ask for volunteers willing
in extending the reach of VA by to participate in weekly
helping with their participation in planning calls for about the
organizing an outreach event. next 12 weeks.

* Brainstorm with the group in — Set date and time for
identifying upcoming community first call.

events that VA could have a - elllpsp qriely e dae
presence. This can be done in
smaller breakout groups (tables) or
the entire group if it is small. The
key is to foster dialog and channel

the enthusiasm resulting from the

event to capitalize on the

energy of the group.

* Do not restrict the number
of volunteers for the planning
newly formed partnership. committee. (Be prepared for

. L members to drop out as the
* Keep in mind this activity is

community driven with VA being
the partner.

planning evolves).

* Do not say “no” to anything the
group discusses. Instead, discuss
the opportunities. Have fun and be

\. enthusiastic!

J

* Thank everyone for coming and remind them of the contacts in the folder.
* Ask everyone to fill out a training evaluation form

¢ Thank the volunteers on the planning committee and restate your first
call date

* Remind everyone of the reference material and contacts

* Remind the group to be aware of advertising and marketing of the event
once scheduled and encourage their attendance

* Be the last person to leave, this allows for more side conversations and

\ partnerships to be formed

%
Closing the Community Information and Referral Workshop

J
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Timeline and Suggestions for Outreach Event

3 months prior to the Outreach Event

* Determine if your event will be a joint community event or a stand-alone Veteran-
centric event. There are advantages and disadvantage to each. Discussion with your
community partners will help guide this decision.

* Day of the week/Time of day: While each of our pilot site events were held on a
Saturday midday (approximately 10 a.m. to 2 p.m.), not all events occur during
these times. It is critical to consider your target audience. For example, elderly
Veterans may prefer a time in the middle of the day during the week, when traffic
patterns are lower and daylight facilitates safer driving conditions. This may not
work for a Veteran who is a single working mother or a college student who is
a Veteran.

* Weather: Target months that are known for acceptable weather conditions for
driving long distances.

* Pay close attention as to not interrupt the community’s normal/natural priorities,
such as planting, harvest, cattle round-ups or religious events. These events have
been known to shut down towns for their duration.

* Brainstorm the vendors and exhibitors to invite. Document points of contact
and address/phone numbers, as well as assignment of which partner initiates the
contact and how.

* Who will MC the event and their responsibilities? (This should be a person from
the community)

* Discuss marketing and communication plans. Who are the media contacts in the
community? Include radio, TV for public services announcements, newspapers.
Your Public Affairs Officer is the best VA point of contact to work with the
existing community relationships your collaborators already have.

* Incorporate military traditions in the event if possible (such a posting of
the Colors via a Color Guard or a Chaplain’s Invocation) and identify
potential participants.

* Making light fare and refreshments available allows patrons to stay longer and not
rush out because the event runs over traditional lunch time. Identify community
entities that might provide refreshments for sale or free. In our pilots, the
Daughters of the American Revolution provided refreshments for free, while at
another event a University student club sold food items to raise money for a study
abroad trip.

* Consider local laws regarding food handlers permit, taxes, etc.
* Bring a tool box (hammer, cutters, and duct tape), markers, tape, and pens.

22
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The Venue

When identifying potential venues, consider the following:

Should be centrally and easily located, such as a facility on the main street of
the town

Identify alternate venue, in the event of bad weather, size of event or
cost restrictions

Venue should allow for event signs to promote the event in clear view of the main
traffic areas.

Should be climate controlled if possible
Should have access to Wi-Fi/internet if possible
Should have electrical outlets for displays

If there is a charge for the venue, identify contract terms and determine how this
will be funded. Often the community can obtain space without a charge, so be
sure to investigate this prior to agreeing to terms for payment.

Parking: Handicapped accessible and well lit.
Floor plan

Ensure the venue is large enough to accommodate all participants.
(Vendors and patrons)

Allow for privacy areas. Some fairs have offered blood pressure checks and other
health assessment. Patrons have needed help filling out forms or may want to talk
about personal finances. Having these spaces set aside so the vendor and patron
can talk privately or uninterrupted created better results for both parties involved.

Provide an area for patrons to sit, mingle, eat or review/fill out the recently
acquired literature and documents from the events venders.

Use “channeling” and “grouping” techniques in the layout design if possible. This
helps move the patron through all the vendors or just the ones of interest such as;
VA Benefits, financial services, hospice care, employment or education

It is also helpful to have one entrance and one exit, allowing for greeting of the
Veterans and community to have a raffle or feedback area.

Each table (8'x3’) needs approximately 96 square feet to allow for vendor to walk
around table and for wheelchair accessibility.

Build venue map
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The Vendors and Exhibitors:

* Identify vendors
* Vendors' needs (space, power, tables, chairs)

* Obtain vendors’ mission statement and how vendors will help Veterans

6 weeks prior to the Outreach Event
Marketing and Media:
* A VA Public Affairs Officer (PAO) should be on board and working with

Community partners and local media entities to promote the Outreach event
* Print Announcements

— Request the VA PAO write a brief announcement that can be published or
broadcast about your event

— Suggest local and regional newspapers. Your community partners will know the
formal as well as some of the more informal print communications methods.

— 'The faith-based communities often have bulletins or flyers that advertise local
events. Your community partners may know some of the leaders in these
organizations and be willing to approach them with a standard announcement
for publication.

— Local governments often publish a flyer for their citizens or may have a website
for community announcements. Identify key leaders who the PAO can work
with to get information about the Outreach event in their publications.

— Civic organizations and Veterans Services Organizations may publish
newsletters that go out to our target audience. Your community partners may
know those that are more active in Veterans causes and will support you.

— Don't forget about posters and flyers at the small cafes, barber shops, beauty

shops, pharmacies, grocery stores and local hangouts.
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e Television and radio

— Your VA PAO will know how to utilize free resources through these entities:
Public Services Announcements, etc.

Small TV stations in small markets will give you good deals, but remember the
big stations in the larger markets also cover the rural areas and often want to
cover stories about how their community is serving Veterans

— Rural radio stations cover a lot of territory, and there are Veterans out in
that territory!

Say yes to interviews!
* Digital media

— Facebook Page/Website: if your facility doesn’t have one, suggest getting one.
Our Veterans and community partners love videos and lots of photos of events.
Make sure they are closed captioned and 508 compliant.

— Does your VAMC use GovDelivery? All VA medical centers have it and use it.
[t may vary as too how much. It allows the user to send out an email blast to
its subscribers anytime and it can send out emails automatically when the user
adds information to their website. Web Communications in VACO can help
with this application.

The day before the Outreach Event

* Meet with your Community Partners. By the time this event occurs, all of you will
have a great feeling of collegiality and value the relationship

* Preparing the venue

— With your Community Partners, meet with facility management to assure all
requirements are met

Set up tables and chairs

Populate your floor plan with location of vendors/exhibitors so that you can
direct them on the morning of the event

If accessible, assist vendors with set up and power

Review the flow of the floor plan and adjust as necessary
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The day of the Outreach Event

Arrive no later than 1 hour before the start of your event

Assure vendors/exhibitors are directed to their table/area and assist them in setting
up if needed.

Set up a greeting table with a Community Partner manning this area during the
entirety of the event, preferably a Veteran.

In all of our pilot sites, the community wanted to hold a door prize drawing.
In 2 of our sites, the door prizes were donated by community businesses to the
Community Partners for the drawing. In our third site, VA Medical Center
employees donated items they crafted for the door prizes. All prizes were
appreciated by the Veterans as noted by the smiles on their faces.

Have fun! This is a positive experience for you and for all involved to serve
our Veterans!

Set up a table close to the exit. In our pilots, 2 of the communities wanted to
collect comments from the Veterans and other attendees on how the event met
their needs and how to improve future events. The communities are likely to share
this information with you to help you improve on future collaborations.

Sharing data
— Request a “Lessons Learned” from your planning committee.

— Distribute a final report containing your data collection and the lessons learned
to planning group partners.

Celebrate your successes with your planning committee and your leadership!
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