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We believe engaging all voices in a community can have transformative effects 
 

Our mission: 
 

To help North Country residents talk and work together to create 

communities that work for everyone. 
 

 

Our work: 

• Serve as a community engagement resource to North Country communities    

• Create engaged community conversations on local and regional issues 

• Cultivate practices of public engagement and build a network of 

facilitators for public engagement and action in the North Country  
 

Our principles: 
• Bring people together from all walks of life 

• Provide time for in-depth, informed conversations 

• Respect differences as well as seek common ground 

• Achieve outcomes that lead to informed community solutions 
 

Our impacts: 

• Improved community problem solving 

• Increased participation in public life 

• Engaged and equitable communities 
 

North Country Listens is a regional civic engagement resource affiliated with New 

Hampshire Listens, a civic engagement program at the Carsey School of Public 

Policy at the University of New Hampshire.  
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Summary 

North Country Listens provides support for inclusive and sustained civic engagement in greater Coös 

County in northern New Hampshire. North Country Listens is a regional partner of New Hampshire Listens, 

a civic health1 and engagement program housed in the Carsey School of Public Policy at the University of 

New Hampshire. North Country Listens creates and sustains fair, welcoming processes for public 

engagement in community decision-making with the aim of building and supporting strong communities. 

North Country Listens’ mission is to help residents talk and act together to create communities that work 

for everyone. As a means for involving more residents in local decision making and action, North Country 

Listens offers communities resources related to public engagement, including collaboration coaching, 

convening, planning, framing, and facilitation of community conversations.   

North Country Listens launched in early 2014 and is currently embarking on its fifth year. In this report, we 

reflect on and evaluate our work over the past four years, 2014 – 2017. North Country Listens remains a 

flexible, lean regional resource staffed by one part-time project coordinator, coached by New Hampshire 

Listens directors, and advised by a regional Advisory Council that provides strategic direction to North 

Country Listens development. The work of North Country Listens is supported by core operating funds 

from the Neil and Louise Tillotson Fund of the New Hampshire Charitable Foundation. North Country 

Listens works to secure fee for service contributions on a project basis and has recently assisted partners 

in securing funding from outside Coös to support longer-term community engagement projects, including 

support for North Country Listens partnership. Through the beginning of North Country Listens’ 

development, the work focused primarily on community conversations. In recent years, North Country 

Listens has expanded its resources of community engagement to include event design, coaching to create 

collaborative processes to address a topic, and tools for longer term, sustained public engagement.   

In this summary report, we set out to give an overview of the scope of work over the past four years, 

findings from our event evaluation data, and illustrative case studies that highlight the strengths and 

opportunities of North Country Listens. Overall, our evaluation data indicate that our process and 

community impact is positive and making a difference. Many of our partners and participants feel that we 

bring value to the North Country around bridging differences, helping local leaders to work effectively 

with the public, and acting as a neutral third party in community problem solving. Our data also indicate 

that we can go deeper in our community involvement, particularly in reaching individuals with fewer years 

of education and less income, as well as in acting as collaboration coaches, where we work in a sustained 

capacity with community partners to coach them through community engagement, action and next steps. 

Our hope is that this evaluation will inform the next phase and development of North Country Listens as a 

regional Listens resource to greater Coös communities and as a partner to New Hampshire Listens, as it 

supports the work of Local Listens efforts around the state.  

Introduction 

The North Country in New Hampshire is thought of as the region ‘north of the notches’ – from north of the 

White Mountains to the Canadian border and includes all of Coos County. New Hampshire’s positioning as 

the site of the first presidential primary in the United States, as well as its uniquely high proportion of 

state representatives and history of town hall meetings speak to the value and strong tradition of 

democratic values in the Granite State. Similar to other rural areas in northern New England states, 

                                                           
1 Civic health is a term drawn from the National Conference on Citizenship, who uses US Census data such as voting, 
volunteering, engaging with neighbors, talking about politics, and serving on local civic committees as measures of a 
state’s overall civic “health”.  
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today’s community challenges in the North Country include adapting to a new economic landscape that is 

very different from its historical identity, out migration and aging demographics, effects of substance 

misuse in families, and how to provide services in a large, sparsely populated region. The North Country’s 

strengths and opportunities are numerous including the beautiful landscape, working lands, strong 

community networks and organizations, and resilient, optimistic residents.2 There is an opportunity to 

continue and expand the work of North Country Listens as residents, community organizations, and 

municipalities continue to address challenges and identify opportunities to make North Country 

communities attractive places to live, work, and play for future generations.  

The Work of North Country Listens, Through Our Own Eyes 

North Country Listens emerged out of the New Hampshire Listens program, which focuses on fostering 

sustained, inclusive civic health and engagement in New Hampshire at the local, regional, and state level. 

With funding support, North Country Listens was uniquely developed as a regional civic engagement 

resource through the support of coaching, supervision, infrastructure, and resources available with New 

Hampshire Listens. New Hampshire Listens’ key strategies include:  

• Creating and employing a range of participatory/democratic tools and processes; 

• Framing community challenges in ways that are authentic, impartial, and invite high levels of 

participation; 

• Sharing information, stories, and practices that demonstrate the interconnectedness of 

community engagement, racial equity, and strong democracy; 

• Training partners such as facilitators, organization and community leaders, and public officials in 

participatory democratic practice; 

• Preparing future leaders for the advancement of knowledge, practice, and policies related to 

public engagement. 

New Hampshire Listens is part of the national network of organizations concerned with civic engagement 

and strengthening civic health and democratic practice. The focus on civic engagement is a vital response 

to the national and local political context, with many organizations and funders recognizing the value of 

robust forms of public participation in decision-making. NH Listens is a state and regional anchor partner 

of Everyday Democracy, working closely with staff and senior associates on design, implementation, and 

evaluation of civic engagement initiatives, with a particular focus on equity. NH Listens also partners with 

Living Room Conversations, the Deliberative Democracy Consortium, and the National Institute for Civil 

Discourse. In fall 2017, NH Listens was recognized with the inaugural American Civic Collaboration Award, 

a “Civvy,” for its efforts to strengthen communities. The award was sponsored by The Bridge Alliance and 

Big Tent Nation, organizations dedicated to bringing people together from across the political spectrum to 

address and resolve America’s greatest challenges. 

New Hampshire Listens values building local capacity in communities, and as such, works to cultivate local 

leadership and community understanding of public engagement through its local Listens network. There 

are currently around 10 local Listens groups in varying degrees of formation in the state. North Country 

Listens is the only resource that works at the regional rather than municipal level. North Country Listens 

uniquely benefits from the support, coaching, and resources that comes from being considered part the 

New Hampshire Listens team. In turn, North Country Listens contributes lessons learned and adds to the 

evolution of how other local Listens groups work with NH Listens. North Country Listens’ regional 

                                                           
2 Hamilton, Lawrence; Fogg, Linda; and Grimm, Curt, "Challenge and Hope in the North Country" (2017). The Carsey School 

of Public Policy at the Scholars' Repository. 326. https://scholars.unh.edu/carsey/326 
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positioning means that the Project Coordinator, Courtney Wrigley, focuses her work on addressing North 

Country community challenges and opportunities for public engagement. North Country Listens believes 

listening and being listened to lead to positive community change and improved civic health, where 

people are participating in the community in productive, collaborative ways.  

Details of North Country Listens Work, 2014-2017 

From 2014 through 2017, North Country Listens initiated or partnered on approximately 25 community 

engagement projects, including over 35 public events or gatherings. Projects varied from one-time or 

multiple events, and spanned from a couple months of planning to several year-long or ongoing projects. 

These projects have addressed issues related to education, early childhood development, opportunities 

for young people, food quality and access, substance use disorders/opioid misuse, civic education, health 

systems, and outdoor recreation. Projects range from designing one-time public engagement meetings to 

sustained, issue-based public engagement within a region. The projects of North Country Listens can be 

understood as three themes of work, ‘problem solvers’, ‘civic informers’, and ‘community builders’. 

Problem solvers typically involve community conversations, collaboration, and action coaching to address 

a topic. Civic informers include traditions such as Candidates Night or Citizens Academy, or learning 

exchanges that share research or information such as Coös Youth Study gatherings. Community builders 

are gatherings that bring community members together across different backgrounds in any way that 

builds community.  

Examples of the breadth and variety of North Country Listens work include:  

• Community conversations to address a local challenge, such as Facing Heroin, Strengthening Our 

Community held in Berlin in November 2015 and Building Resiliency in Our Backyard: Your Ideas 

on Substance Misuse Prevention, Treatment, and Recovery in Colebrook in November 2017; 

• Action Forums to identify projects to advance early childhood supports for young children and 

their families, such as Soup, Sweets, and Solutions: Early Childhood Action Forum as part of an 

Early Childhood community engagement project with SAU 36 in White Mountains Regional School 

District in spring and fall of 2015; 

• Candidates Night, held in Berlin for the last two city elections 2017 and 2015, for local candidates 

to engage in small group conversations with residents about the issues that matter to them; 

• Coaching a community committee for collaboration across differences and follow up action after 

community conversation in Gorham, A Trail for Everyone in 2016; 

• Citizens Academy gatherings held in Berlin in 2015 and 2017 where residents learn more about 

municipal departments and how to effectively engage as residents with such offices; 

• Facilitator trainings for residents and interested local leaders to learn more about public 

engagement and how to facilitate for community conversations, held in Gorham 2015 and 

Lancaster 2017.  

North Country Listens has offered the community partners it works with a range of services, including 

facilitation, public engagement meeting design, issue framing, community data collection and analysis, 

theming, report writing, grant writing support, coaching, meeting planning, meeting management and 

moderation, publicity for events, participant recruitment, and coalition building. North Country Listens has 

worked with many municipalities, organizations, and residents and partnered with over a dozen regional 

partners to accomplish projects, including: 

• Berlin Daily Sun 

• Berlin Police Department 

• City of Berlin 
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• Coös Coalition for Young Children and 

Families 

• North Country Health Consortium 

• North of the Notch Young Professionals 

Network 

• North Woods Addiction Coalition  

• School districts: SAU 3, SAU 7, SAU 20, 

SAU 36 

• Stand Up Androscoggin Valley  

• Town of Gorham 

• Women’s Rural Entrepreneurial Network 

• UNH Carsey School Coös Youth Study 

• UNH Sustainability Institute, NH Food 

Alliance 

Table 1: North Country Listens Projects, 2014-current 

Title Date Location Partner / FFS $ to NCL Description / Role Participants  

Coös Food Coop 
Community Meeting 

April 2014 Berlin 
Tillotson Community 

Practitioners Network 
project partners 

Educational community 
meeting, summary report, 

survey 
80 

Innovation, Efficiency, 
and Transparency in 
State Government 

June 2014 Whitefield 
NH Listens statewide 

conversation 
North Country location on 

statewide NH Listens project 
10 

Coös Youth Study 
Learning Exchange 

July 2014 Berlin 
Coös Youth Study team, 

Carsey School, NH Listens 

Coös Youth Study 
researchers present latest 
research to practitioners, 
facilitated conversation, 

summary 

40 

Keep Growing – NH 
Food System Network 

and Strategy 
Oct. 2014 

North Country 
sites: Gorham 

Colebrook 
Littleton 

NH Food Alliance at 

Sustainability Institute at 

University of New Hampshire 

Event design, facilitator 
coaching, outreach to 

communities to discuss local 
food systems 

60 

North of the Notch 
Young Professional 

Network 

Fall 2014 - 
ongoing 

Colebrook 
Littleton 

Whitefield 
Gorham 

Lancaster 

“North of the Notch” is a 
network of young people 
living and working in the 

North Country, North of the 
44th 

Launch initiative, advise, 
coach leadership of a young 

professionals network in 
North Country 

100 

Candidates Night Oct. 2014 Berlin Berlin Daily Sun 

Candidates for Coös office 
and state representatives of 

Berlin meet residents for 
small group discussions 

40 

Facilitating for Public 
Engagement Training 

Jan. 2015 Gorham NH Listens  
North Country location for 

NH Listens facilitator 
training 

20 

Big Ideas for a Small 
Community 

Winter 
2015 

Berlin - 
Small gathering for TED 

Talks, follow up 
conversation 

10 

When Opportunity 
Stops Knocking 

Spring 
2015 

Berlin 
Lancaster 

NH Listens statewide 
conversation 

North Country outreach, site 
moderator 

49 

Pathways for Boys: 
Finding Involvement 

in Out of School 
Activities 

June 2015 
Colebrook 

Berlin 
Coös Youth Study team, 

Carsey School 

Coös Youth Study researcher 
presents research to 

community members to 
address boys’ out of school 

time. 

35 

Our Children, Our 
Community, Our 

Future 
May 2015 

Lancaster 
Jefferson 

Whitefield 

White Mountains Regional 
School District SAU 36, Coös 
Coalition for Young Children 

and Families  

Community conversations 
about early childhood and 
family supports and needs 

to inform SAU 36 

55 
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Citizens Academy  Oct. 2015 Berlin 
City of Berlin, Department of 

Public Works and Police 
Department 

Resident gatherings to learn 
more about city 

departments and how to be 
involved 

56 

Action Forum Soups, 

Sweets & Solutions: 

Our Children, Our 

Community, Our 

Future  

Oct. 2015 Whitefield 

White Mountains Regional 
School District SAU 36, Coös 
Coalition for Young Children 
and Families / ($10,000 for 

entire project) 

Culminating Action Forum 
about local ideas to 

strengthen early childhood 
supports for Our Children 

project 

30 

Candidates Night Nov. 2015 Berlin Berlin Daily Sun 

Candidates for City Council 
and School Board in city 

elections meet residents for 
small group discussions 

32 

Facing Heroin, 
Strengthening Our 

Community 
Nov. 2015 Berlin 

Berlin Police Department, 
City of Berlin / ($750) 

Community conversation 
with panel and small group 
discussions on prevention, 

treatment, recovery 

200 

Class Action Training Dec. 2015 Berlin Class Action 

Hosted training with Class 
Action for individuals and 

organizations to learn more 
about classism and equity 

20 

Stand Up 
Androscoggin Valley: 

Identifying 
community assets 

May 2016 Berlin 
Stand Up Androscoggin 

Valley coalition, Berlin School 
Department / ($750) 

Design support, student 
facilitator coordination, 

summary report for SUAV 
substance misuse 

prevention 

100 

Equity Cancer 
Screening and 

Prevention 
April 2016 Gorham 

North Country Health 
Consortium / ($3500) 

Design, focus group, report 
to inform statewide task 

force with input from North 
Country hospitality how to 
communicate public health 

topic 

12 

WREN Community 
Meeting 

Oct. 2016 Berlin 
MLK & Co, WREN / ($500 in-

kind rent exchange) 

Community conversation 
with WREN community in 

Androscoggin Valley to 
address WREN changes and 

future visioning together 

45 

Coös Youth Study 
Learning Exchange: 

Supporting Coös 
Teens 

Nov. 2016 
Bretton 
Woods 

Coös Youth Study team, 
Carsey School 

Coös Youth Study 
researchers present 

research to practitioners, 
facilitated conversation, 

summary 

60 

Gorham: A Trail For 
Everyone 

Nov. 2016 Gorham Town of Gorham / ($1000) 
Community conversation to 
identify priorities for trails 

and recreation 
100 

Gorham Trails 
Committee 

Feb – Sept. 
2017 

Gorham Town of Gorham 

Facilitated and coached local 
chairs with committee of 

residents, business owners, 
town to discuss recreation 

issues and vision. 

20 
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Facilitating for Public 
Engagement Training 

April 2017 Gorham NH Listens 
North Country location for 

NH Listens facilitator 
training 

20 

Community Health 
Workers conference 

April 2017 Plymouth 
North Country Health 
Consortium / ($2100) 

Designed interactive 
breakout session for CHW 

stakeholders to identify 
action steps, summary 

report 

40 

Citizens Academy  Oct. 2017 Berlin  
City of Berlin, Waste Water 
Dept. and Fire Department 

Resident gatherings to learn 
more about city 

departments and how to be 
involved 

25 

Candidates Night Nov. 2017 Berlin City of Berlin 

Candidates for City Council 
and School Board in city 

elections meet residents for 
small group discussions 

30 

Resiliency in our 
Backyard 

Fall 2017 Colebrook 
North Woods Addiction 

Coalition, SAU 7 / ($1000) 

Community conversation on 
prevention, treatment, 

recovery education and local 
action ideas 

50 

Androscoggin Valley 
Schools Visioning 

Fall 2017 – 
Dec. 2018 

Berlin 
SAU 3 / ($12,500 NCL, 

$10,000 NHL in SAU3 Nellie 
Mae Edu. Found. grant) 

Grant writing, initial 
framing,  stakeholder, 

teacher meetings 
_ 

Project Total: 27 
2014 - 
2017 

39 program 
events 

20+ program partners / 
Funds contributed to NCL & 

NHL work = $42,100 
(excluding Tillotson support) 

Community conversations, 
civic informers, community 

builders 
1300+ 

 

As a regional civic engagement resource, North Country Listens continues to be responsive to emerging 

community needs and projects. With an eye towards engagement, North Country Listens helps connect 

the dots among community change efforts to include and amplify the voices of residents. In addition to 

the Advisory Council, the project coordinator maintains contact and outreach with a network of 

community members and organizations. Outreach to individuals and organizations has led to North 

Country Listens acting as a partner to support and encourage initiatives which engage with the broader 

community. Outreach and networking efforts are continual and help to ground-truth North Country 

Listens projects, to stay informed on greater Coös County topics, and to continue to develop North 

Country Listens as a responsive and authentic community resource.   

The Work of North Country Listens, Through the Eyes of Others 

Our evaluation data indicate that our community partners view North Country Listens as the go to 

resource for public engagement in the region. Community partners appreciate North Country Listens’ 

ability to act as a neutral third party that encourages different kinds of people to come together and 

bridge difference. As part of our evaluation process, NH Listens staff interviewed six community project 

partners who had worked with North Country Listens in the past, including:  

• Superintendent of SAU 3 / Berlin Public School 

• Gorham resident and participant in Gorham: A Trail for Everyone community conversation 

• Gorham Town Manager  

• Director of Student Support Services for SAU 36 / White Mountain Regional School District 

• Community Development Director for the City of Berlin 
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• Berlin Police Chief 

All of the participants who were interviewed see North Country Listens as an accessible resource related 

to public engagement in the North Country, and feel that North Country Listens’ work is both valuable and 

impactful. For example, Gorham Town Manager, who participated in the Gorham: A Trail for Everyone 

project, stated that, “North Country Listens…has definitely helped everybody work together.” The Director 

of Student Support Services of the White Mountain Regional School District, who was part of the 

conversations on early childhood, stated that, “I think North Country Listens is very valuable and I hope 

it’s sustainable” and that their work, “has definitely had an impact.” He shared that within the school 

district they still return to information from North Country Listens’ events to, “develop where our mission 

is in terms of priorities.” The Berlin Police Chief shared that, “The (community) forum was very timely and 

needed…and we got the results that we were looking for.”  

Interviewees expressed an appreciation for North Country Listens as a trusted convener who can provide 

a space for listening to a range of points of view. For example, City of Berlin Community Development 

Director stated that, “North Country Listens is looked at as a neutral third party instead of a city convening 

a conversation, or the ‘anti-whatever’ group convening a conversation. North Country Listens comes in 

and does it in a less threatening way.” She shared that in her work for the City of Berlin, she found that 

they were increasingly adopting North Country Listens’ approaches to engaging the public because, “we 

know that we are going to get a better product at the end of our meeting.”  

Those who were interviewed also felt that North Country Listens helped communities to talk together 

across difference in productive ways. A Gorham resident and participant in the Gorham trails 

conversation, felt that, “The best part [of North Country Listens] is finding common ground with people 

from the ‘other side’ and meeting more of my community on both sides of the issue.”  

Berlin School District Superintendent shared: 

North Country Listens promotes themselves in a way that gets people talking…in a structured way. 

So that people can actually talk freely about certain issues in a non-threatening way, and the 

information can be shared and action can be developed from that. People feel that they have a 

say…and everyone’s ideas are valued because of how the process works.  

Berlin Community Development Director appreciated how people respected each other at North Country 

Listens events, stating: 

That’s what, to me, this thing is about, is civic dialogue, and not ending up in shouting matches, or 

people feeling it’s a time for their platform. I mean if people are at least listening to each other, 

that’s a start, and if it slowly leads to something more than that…that’s amazing. Given our 

national landscape at the moment, respectful listening of one another is…everything.  

Overall, project partners of North Country Listens found its presence valuable and impactful, particularly 

North Country Listens’ ability to function as a neutral third party, move ideas forward, create space for 

citizens to work across difference in respectful ways, and to support municipalities and other public 

leaders to have more productive public meetings and community collaboration.  
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Assessing Our Impact, Including Successes and Areas for Growth 

North Country Listens currently collects data in three key ways – post-event evaluations, interviews with 

community partners and participants, and case studies. Below, we feature a summary of evaluation data, 

and then share two case studies, as well as quotations from interviews with community partners.  

Over four years, North Country Listens events and programs involved over 1,300 participants. North 

Country Listens collects event evaluation data as often as possible. Due to the format, purpose, or capacity 

of events, sometimes evaluations were not offered.3 Of the 338 participants who attended North Country 

Listens gatherings with post-event evaluation available, 313 or nearly 93% participated. When considering 

evaluation data, note that it paints a helpful, though not complete picture of all event participants and 

responses. Evaluations were collected from the following North Country / NH Listens events: 

• Innovation, Efficiency, and Transparency in State Government, NH Listens, Whitefield, June 2014 

• When Opportunity Stops Knocking: New Hampshire’s Kids and the American Dream, NH Listens, 

Berlin, Lancaster, May 2015 

• Our Children, Our Community, Our Future: Early Childhood Community, Lancaster, Whitefield, 

Jefferson, June 2015 

• Action Forum Soups, Sweets & Solutions: Our Children, Our Community, Our Future, Whitefield, 

October 2015 

• A Trail for Everyone, Gorham, November 2016 

• Candidates Night in Berlin, November 2017 

• Building Resiliency in Our Own Backyard, Colebrook, November 2017 

Evaluation Survey Data Results 

Overall our evaluation survey data indicate that we are highly successful in creating a respectful problem 

solving process where people have an opportunity to become informed about the issues at hand and both 

share their own views and learn from the views of others. For instance, 98 percent of participants felt that 

the conversations were valuable, and 100 percent felt our facilitators were prepared. When participants 

were asked to predict future behavior, they indicated high agreement that as a result of North Country 

Listens activities, they felt it was more likely they would be involved in their community in the future 

(93%) and that they felt the issue at hand was more likely to be addressed (90%).  

 

                                                           
3 For example, we were not able to conduct formal evaluation of one of our largest events, Facing Heroin: 

Strengthening Our Community. In this case, the evaluation tool available was too lengthy to be incorporated into an 

event that had an overwhelming number of participants. It was decided to prioritize the event experience itself, 

including accommodating the large number of participants (over 200) and maximizing program time. Facing Heroin 

was a missed opportunity for important participant evaluation and from this experience, a shorter, one-page 

evaluation tool was developed. However, according to the recollections of our community partners, the event 

attracted a broad cross section of local residents who would likely have added more dimension to our participant 

evaluation data. Berlin Community Development Director recalled that “there was a broad mix of people in the 

room…a lot of people present…who I have never seen at any public or community event” and the Berlin 

Superintendent remembered that the event was unusual in that there was a variety of “age levels, people in 

recovery, multiple economic status, and mixed community roles, such as leaders, laborers, unemployed individuals, 

and disabled adults.”  
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Who We Reach 

In terms of demographics, we are successfully reaching approximately equal percentage of men and 

women. 2010 US Census data reports that the vast majority of Coös County residents are white, at nearly 

97 percent. Our events reflect the race demographics of the region.  

Although the majority of participant ages skew on the older side (average age of 50 years and 62% of 

participants are over age 45), still 30 percent of our participants are young middle aged (30 to 45) and 

over 7 percent of our participants are under age 30. According to the US Census, 15.4 percent of the Coös 

County population overall is age 15 to 29, so this indicates that we are somewhat successful at reaching 

younger populations for the region but could do even better reaching more youth, especially high school 

age students.  

We draw on educational levels as an approximation for social class and income. The majority of 

participants at our events are college educated – over 2/3 of our participants had earned a BA or higher. 

Census data indicates that only about 18 percent of Coös County residents have earned a BA or higher. So 

our events tend to reach disproportionately higher educated individuals than is reflective of the region.  

Overall, North Country Listens reached a healthy mix of political identities - over 25 percent of participants 

identified as conservative, 34 percent as moderate, and 41 percent as liberal. In the last presidential 

election, as a county Coös leaned right4, so we are reaching fewer conservatives than is reflective of the 

Coös County region. However, it is important to note that political identities at our events vary depending 

on sub-region of Coös and the topic at hand. For instance, at a recent event in Colebrook about substance 

misuse and resiliency, approximately two-thirds of participants completed surveys. The majority of those 

survey respondents identified as conservative (63%), 12.5% identified as moderate, and 25% identified as 

liberal. This majority conservative group rated our process highly; for instance, 100% of Colebrook 

participants felt the conversation was valuable and nearly 97 percent felt the conversation made it more 

likely they would be involved in their community in the future.   

Overall, our data suggest that we are doing well when it comes to participant satisfaction with our process 

as well as cultivating the capacity for stronger community engagement. Our data also indicate that we 

need to focus on ensuring young people, people of color, and people with lower educational levels also 

attend our events so that we are ensuring that the voices of underrepresented and historically 

marginalized individuals are heard. In recent years NH Listens and Local Listens partners have committed 

to an equity lens at the core of our work, and we are dedicated to continuing to learn how to structure 

public engagement to encourage participation from those historically left from the decision-making table. 

Although we are demonstrating some successes in reaching younger adults and conservatives, we aspire 

to make these numbers even higher, so that we encourage engagement across political identities and 

cultivate the power of youth leadership and voice in the North Country.  

Case Studies 

Facing Heroin: Strengthening Our Community, Androscoggin Valley Community Conversation in 

Berlin and the Emergence of Stand Up Androscoggin Valley Coalition 

In the fall 2015, North Country Listens and the City of Berlin began working together to run a new 

program, called Citizens Academy. In Citizens Academy, North Country Listens worked with City of Berlin 

offices including the Department of Public Works, Police Department, Fire Department, Waste Water 

                                                           
4 https://www.politico.com/2016-election/results/map/president/new-hampshire/ 
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Treatment, and candidates for School Board and City Council offices. The goal of Citizens Academy was for 

city departments to host residents onsite at department facilities to learn more about the services and 

how to effectively engage with such offices as residents. The Berlin Police Department learned more about 

North Country Listens’ work during Citizen’s Academy planning and asked for assistance engaging the local 

community about the opioid crisis in the region. During this time, social media comments about the police 

department and opioids had intensified, and opioid related incidents were escalating. The police 

department acknowledged that they “couldn’t arrest themselves out of the problem” and understood that 

the opioid crisis was indicative of broader community challenges. The department asked North Country 

Listens to help engage the community in problem solving to address these challenges together.  

In partnership with the City of Berlin and the Police Department, North Country Listens began a series of 

framing meetings to plan for the community dialogue and engaged cross-sector partners in this process. 

These partners included the Police Chief, Lieutenant, and Investigators, Northern Human Services, Coös 

County Family Health Services, State Prison psychologist, Berlin EMS, Androscoggin Valley Hospital, 

Friendship House, North Country Health Consortium, Berlin-Gorham Catholic Parish, and SAU 9. The 

framing efforts resulted in a community engagement event that included a stakeholder panel who 

educated the community about the opioid epidemic locally. Panelists included representatives from law 

enforcement, mental health, substance treatment facilities, schools, hospitals, faith community, and a 

Portsmouth attorney who spoke about the statewide opioid crisis for context.  

Over 200 people attended the event in November 2015, called Facing Heroin, Strengthening Our 

Community. Participants included public leaders, regional stakeholders, and regional residents, students, 

and individuals and families concerned with and some affected by substance misuse disorders. At the 

event, participants focused on prevention, treatment, and recovery. Following the event, many of the 

partners involved created a community coalition “Stand Up Androscoggin Valley” that continues to meet 

regularly today. Stand Up Androscoggin Valley (SUAV) is an Androscoggin Valley wide coalition of many 

different community stakeholders, and North Country Listens remains connected as a resource.  NH 

National Guard Staff Sergeant advises the group in development and grant writing for a project 

coordinator. The Sergeant worked with SUAV to host another community gathering in May 2016 focused 

on identifying community assets. North Country Listens partnered with SUAV to design the May 2016 

event so that it utilized a participatory, community focused approach to asset mapping. Students from 

both Berlin and Gorham High School’s Youth Leadership through Adventure (YLTA) groups facilitated small 

group conversations at the event. The information from both community engagement events has 

informed the work, grant writing, and next steps of SUAV. 

Berlin Superintendent described the process above in her interview, stating that:  

…the drug prevention forums that we had...were quite large and there was a follow up session as 

well and they were well attended. I think some actions plans were actually developed from that. 

And then there is Stand Up Androscoggin Valley, which is a…regional community interest group to 

continue moving in the direction of creating awareness and prevention in the area. They have 

been moving forward ever since that, and that has been 2 years now. So I think North Country 

Listens had a direct impact on that. 

In addition to the emergence of Stand Up Androscoggin Valley, several other actions have catalyzed as a 

result of these initial efforts in Berlin. YLTA continues to be engaged with these issues through SUAV and 

was involved with the SUAV sponsored road race fundraiser from Berlin to Gorham to celebrate drug free 

communities. Most recently, North County Listens was invited to work with a substance misuse awareness 

and prevention coalition in the Colebrook area to host a public engagement event about substance misuse 
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and building community resiliency. Approximately 50 people attended this event in Colebrook in 

November 2017. North Country Listens will be assisting North Woods Addiction Coalition and their 

community partners with the next steps following the information gathered about local ideas for local 

actions around substance misuse prevention, treatment, and recovery in northern Coös County.  

Lessons Learned 

Events such as Citizens Academy have intrinsic value in that they bring residents and local departments 

together for one evening of discussion and learning. In this instance Citizens Academy also served as an 

educational tool for public leaders about our services and the value of community engagement for 

problem solving.  

Stand Up Androscoggin Valley provides an example of how local dialogue can move a coalition of cross-

sector stakeholders to action. Though not the only factor in the formation of the coalition, the emergence 

of SUAV speaks to the power of our process – once residents have an opportunity to come together, share 

priorities, and have their perspectives heard, they collaborated to take action to address substance misuse 

in their community. 

Part of North Country Listens’ approach is to model participatory, inclusive, equitable public engagement 

as well as to encourage local ownership and control of public engagement processes. Through North 

Country Listens’ partnership with the City of Berlin and the emergence of SUAV, we have been part of a 

partnership process that we hope to apply to other North Country communities. After modeling effective 

principles of public engagement through events such as Citizens Academy and community conversations, 

North Country Listens aims to be a partner and a resource as an ‘engagement and collaboration coach’. 

The ability to share community engagement principles with local leadership and then to be a resource as a 

partner, allows a local coalition to move forward with their own leadership and ownership in solving 

community problems through a deliberative dialogue approach. We hope this model will help North 

Country Listens continue reaching greater numbers of communities and projects and at the same time 

build sustained local capacity for public engagement. As local communities adopt inclusive practices on 

their own, North Country Listens staff are more available for the deeper, longer term community 

development work. 

Gorham: A Trail for Everyone 

In the summer of 2016, a couple of concerned community members approached North Country Listens, 

sharing that there was a growing vocal discord in the community reaction to the growing use of Off-

Highway Recreation Vehicles (OHRV) in town. For many in the region, the Ride the Wilds effort and 

outdoor recreation and tourism, both motorized and non-motorized activities, are seen as the region’s 

future economic development opportunity. Gorham is uniquely situated as a southern Coös County town 

with services and an OHRV trailhead to the Ride the Wilds network accessible to the town’s main street. 

For some in town, there was concern about the increase of OHRVs accessing the trailhead, which is 

adjacent to residential areas, as well as on-road trail use. 

After North Country Listens was approached, it sought the interest and support of the town. The town 

agreed to be a partner in the effort to bring together stakeholders to frame a community conversation. 

Two framing meetings were held for a range of stakeholders, including representatives from the state 

park, local recreation clubs such as mountain biking, snowmobile, OHRV, the town manager and select 

board, Department of Resources and Economic Development (DRED), and local residents. The group 

provided input and a desire to frame the conversations around all the ways that trails are used and the 
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opportunity granted from many recreation uses – including paddling, ATVs, mountain biking, cross country 

skiing, etc. On a November evening, over 100 people attended the community conversation. North 

Country Listens analyzed the input from small group conversations and delivered a summary report of 

themes, priorities for action, and potential next steps to participants, stakeholders, and the town. North 

Country Listens was available as a resource for next steps and it was expected that local leaders would 

initiate a follow up process. This project was influential on how North Country Listens thinks about follow 

up and coaching for action after a community conversation.   

As the initial community conversation had concluded and North Country Listens presented the summary 

report, a group of stakeholders eager to move forward next steps began to meet. There were some 

bumps in the process of establishing a follow up working group, including a lack of representation of the 

range of perspectives about OHRV use. North Country Listens asked to be included in the process after a 

few meetings took place, to serve as a resource to the group chair and co-chair, with the intention of 

supporting the group in inclusive conversations across difference. North Country Listens acted in an 

advisory role during the early months and grew to have a larger role in facilitation and coaching the 

chair(s) as meetings continued. North Country Listens struggled to find ways to help the group move 

forward productively, which was complicated by the fact that there was not a clear sense of what North 

Country Listens’ expected role was with the committee throughout the process. North Country Listens 

focused on helping the group establish ground rules, keeping public engagement principles at the 

forefront, as well as the priorities from the community conversation, mission and goal setting, and 

supporting a balance and mix of perspectives and stakeholders, while facilitating difficult conversations 

where difference was wide. While the group, like the community conversation, was framed around many 

trails and recreation opportunities, the focus became stuck on OHRV use and made it difficult to find 

common ground to move forward on do-able actions. The group came to a standstill across differences 

and without a clear directive from the Select board for how to proceed, the group disbanded meeting.  

Lessons Learned 

On the positive side, the North Country Listens community conversation did prompt further action in the 

community of Gorham. However, the community struggled to create a productive working group that 

could be inclusive of different perspectives and work together to find common actions to resolve 

problems and build opportunities. There were strides across differences to find common ground, but the 

arc of the working group wasn’t enough to sustain an ongoing process. 

North Country Listens would have liked to create a sustained public engagement design for the follow up 

working group, but there was uncertainty in the role that North Country Listens should take and this 

resulted in a missed opportunity. There is a question of capacity, and cost sharing, for North Country 

Listens to serve as an ongoing coach or facilitator after a community conversation, but a more defined 

process could help at the outset of a project. We share this example to showcase what North Country 

Listens learned from this experience, and what we might do differently next time.  

• Often, public engagement needs to be sustained over time rather than a one-time event. In 

Gorham’s case, they needed agreement to hire a facilitator who could carry forward the principles 

from the community conversation and coach an “action group” after the initial community 

conversation. 

• If communities decide to convene on their own about highly charged issues, it is important to train 

and support community facilitators in the principles of public engagement. 
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As we discussed in the Facing Heroin, Strengthening Our Community case study, we ultimately aspire for 

communities to own and lead their local public engagement processes. However, we learned from the 

Gorham project that just because we have modeled this type of process at a community conversation, we 

cannot assume that this work will translate into functional and effective follow up working groups. It is 

important to cultivate the capacity for successful public engagement through local facilitator training, 

public engagement training for public officials, and continued coaching. In the future, North Country 

Listens intends to conduct deeper needs assessments to learn about partner community expectations and 

needs for each project, to clarify what North Country role should be or has the capacity to be in the 

process, and to design public engagement processes with these needs in mind. In other words, although 

some communities may only need a one-time event, others will need a long-term, sustained commitment, 

and we hope to make this more explicit at the beginning of partnerships.  

The Impact of North Country Listens Events on Communities and Issues 

The participants we interviewed shared their experiences with different North Country Listens projects, 

and how the partnership affected their work. For instance, SAU 36 Director of Student Support Services 

discussed how North Country Listens’ early childhood and education work affected school culture. 

I think that people would walk out [of North Country Listens events] and [change their language] 

from talking about ‘those parents’. I think it’s easy for people to point the finger and when there’s 

struggling families to call them, ‘those families’ or ‘those parents’ and [now we really] take some 

ownership of we’re all in this together, and it’s not ‘those people’. We have to do this for the good 

of the community.  

Gorham Town Manager stated that the Gorham Trails conversations led to better understanding of a 

range of community perspectives. 

I think it gave me empathy toward people who have issues…with the ATVs for sure….it was eye 

opening for a lot of us…The fact that we could all sit around the table and talk about things, 

knowing we had different viewpoints and…do it respectfully…that was beneficial for me as a town 

manager to…sit with different people and viewpoints. Sometimes it makes it more difficult 

because you can see both sides of an issue. And decision making – it’s not always that easy. 

Getting that information was important for the town and I brought it back to the board of 

selectman, and they can make their decisions based on it.  

Chief of Police of the Berlin Police Department, noted the successes North Country Listens had in getting 

people to turn out to events. He remembered a former experience when the police department tried to 

reach out to the community during a time of panic in the community due to a local arsonist, and only 6 

people showed up. But when North Country Listens and the City of Berlin partnered to host Citizens 

Academy about the police department, which focused on the police department’s operations, about 30 

people attended. The Chief was surprised by the level of community engagement North Country Listens 

was able to generate.  

The Chief recalled how he felt the Facing Heroin, Strengthening our Community event allowed for the 

police department to build a bridge with the community.  

I think it wasn’t so much the police or city hall telling us to do this…it was about us in the 

community, having a voice there and being a part of the community, and not the police against 

the public, not the police against the drugs, it was about what are the solutions, how do we work 
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toward them…and it showed, it also showed the community, for us…we’re not the bad guys, we’re 

looking to get you help, we’re not looking to arrest you, we’re looking to work with you. 

In summary, alongside the intrinsic value community partners found in North Country Listens, they 

identified impact related to various projects, including culture change within organizations and the 

community, a deepening capacity in the community to bridge difference in constructive ways, and a 

deeper capacity for decision-makers to collaborate effectively with the public.  

Looking Forward: What’s Next for North Country Listens 

As we explore our data and reflect on our experiences in the past four years, there are several takeaways 

to inform our future work: 

Staying the Course and Paying Attention to Who Is At the Table  

North Country Listens is bringing a needed and respected public engagement process to the North 

Country, and our reputation as a neutral, third party facilitator continues to grow. Evaluation data from 

community partners and event participants suggests that we are achieving our goals of modeling and 

designing meaningful participatory, equitable, inclusive public engagement processes for communities. 

Further, we are making real impacts that encourage collaboration within communities, including 

contributions to culture changes within organizations and community. There are deeper capacities for 

public leaders to engage the public, as well as for community members who are different from each other 

to engage in respectful, collaborative problem solving. As such, we seek to continue our work facilitating 

and designing community conversations, creating Citizens Academies and Candidates Nights, and 

engaging in both impactful one-time and long-term community engagement projects. We see areas where 

we can continue to improve. Overall, we feel validated that what we are doing is making a difference, and 

that North Country communities and partners see the value of our work.  

At the same time, we want to continue to expand our impact, and a key aspect of this is paying attention 

to who we bring into the work and who is missing from the table. In particular, we aspire to reach more 

participants with lower levels of education, more people of color5, more youth, and more conservatives. 

This strategy will honor both our commitment to localized work and to equity. We see an opportunity to 

strengthen our regional network of community facilitators and paying attention to reaching a mix of 

backgrounds. We consider offering more trainings and support for current facilitators, as well as 

connecting with regional organizations to share our resources and knowledge of community engagement 

approaches to strengthen their work. On the local level, we want to ensure that we are attracting a 

demographic mix reflective of the region we work with. On the equity level, we want to be attentive to 

how historical discrimination and power dynamics creates barriers to some residents’ participation in 

decision-making, and to structure our work to allow individuals from underrepresented backgrounds to 

feel safe and welcome.  

Building Sustained Public Engagement in the North Country 

Through our experiences in North Country communities, and as shared in the case studies, we have 

learned the value of encouraging local ownership of public engagement as well the importance of building 

                                                           
5 We aspire to engage more people of color generally, though we recognize in North Country communities, there 
may be few people of color present in the communities themselves. Equity for us includes race, gender identity, 
educational levels, and social class. While we are aware that equity in the context of the North Country may look 
different than equity in other places, we value the need to talk about and practice equity since it is a core principle of 
welcoming, fair processes, and creating communities that work for all people.  
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a bridge between dialogue and action. In Berlin, we were able to learn how a community can build on 

dialogue to create actionable steps, and how North Country Listens can serve as a community 

engagement and collaboration coach rather than leading one-time public engagement processes. We 

want to think strategically about how we chose projects that have capacity for follow up action, track 

project requests, and continue to build opportunities for sustained civic engagement as we develop 

community engagement projects and experiences in local communities.  

North Country Listens uses a fee for service model, but often community coalitions, schools, 

municipalities, and the partners that we work with often do not have budgets that can cover the cost of a 

full project. We often opt for a partial fee of $1000 or $2000. We are seeking ways to help partners secure 

financial support for longer, in depth community engagement projects. In response to the neighboring 

school district’s (SAU 3 and SAU 20) interest in continuing to find ways to plan together with their 

communities for the future, North Country Listens provided framing and grant writing support to Berlin 

Public Schools SAU 3 for a Nellie Mae Education Foundation school governance grant. North Country 

Listens invested approximately five days of staff time ($1200) to leverage a $94,000 grant for a year-long 

school and community engagement project. As one of our key values is sustaining public engagement in 

local communities, we feel it is important to expand upon our work to learn and refine our skill sets so 

that we can continue to act as a resource and a coach for communities who want to continue work on a 

given issue.  

From our experience in Gorham, we also learned that if we want communities to be able to lead effective 

public engagement, we need to prepare them with models and training so that they are able to be 

successful on their own. As each community and each topic is unique in nature, our public engagement 

design accordingly needs to be unique. This means that we need to broaden initial assessment of 

community needs when embarking on a project, and build in time for continued check-ins throughout the 

process of engagement to communicate about how our role may evolve. This includes an assessment of 

capacity and also financial or in-kind support from partners. Some communities may need more intensive 

technical assistance to get to a place where they can sustain local public engagement on their own. As 

such, we hope to expand our capacity for training and coaching so that we are able to make the long-term 

commitment communities require to engage and problem-solve.   

Conclusion 

In future years, the close-knit, rural communities of Coos County will continue to require public 

engagement about opportunities for change, as well as solutions to community challenges. As a localized 

regional resource, North Country Listens has the expertise to support communities in achieving a healthy, 

democratic approach to civic life. In the face of intensifying needs nationally to bridge difference and 

allow for public leadership that honors the voice and contributions of the public, North Country Listens 

offers approaches that can allow for effective, participatory, equitable public engagement. A quotation 

from Berlin Community Development Director’s interview summarizes this well; she states, 

And in this particular time, in our country’s unfortunate history…I think it’s super important that 

we keep holding these kinds of events to impress on people how important it is to listen to one 

another.  

North Country Listens is grateful for the continued funding and partnership from the Neil and Louise 

Tillotson Fund of the NH Charitable Foundation as we sustain and grow our work now and into the future. 

 


