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What's one word you 
would use to define 
"community impact" 
in Extension work?

• Menti.com

• Code: 1849 1131

• https://www.menti.com/alcm5bi
62pwq.
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Alison F. Davis, PhD

University of  Kentucky

Beyond the Box

Community Engagement & 

the Evolving Role of Cooperative Extension



Blueprint Kentucky

Mission: Catalyze positive change to build engaged communities and 

vibrant economies.

Vision: Empowered people. Thriving communities.

Along with our partners in Kentucky Cooperative Extension, we 

connect the resources of our land-grant university with Kentucky 

communities. We do this by connecting communities to people, place 

and purpose.



Who am I? 

Words that have been used to describe me

• Unfiltered

• Blunt 

• Outspoken

• Rough around the edges

• Risky

• Creative

• Entrepreneurial

• Genuine

• Principled

• Passionate



Setting the purpose

• Agreeing to Extension’s current mission and strategies

• Challenging the assumption 
that engagement and Extension are the same.

• Taking calculated risks to stay relevant.

• Measuring success - not just in numbers, but in trust, in shared 
ownership, and in long-term change.

• Celebrating examples that show what’s possible.

• Determining when the best response is “outreach” or 
“engagement”



Cooperative Extension Mission

The mission of the Cooperative Extension System is to provide 
practical, research-based education and resources to help 
people, businesses, and communities solve problems, develop 
skills, and build a better future.

Strategies:

• Disseminating Research-Based Knowledge

• Addressing Local Needs

• Serving Diverse Audiences

• Promoting Lifelong Learning

• Building Stronger Economies



How Extension Measures Success

• Head counts

• Changes in knowledge, skills, attitudes

• Some changes in behavior

• Some changes in short and medium-term 
conditions like financial improvement, 
jobs gained, new partnerships

• Return on Investment

• Economic Impact



The Loved Logic Model



The Theory of Change

https://www.theoryofchange.org/what-is-theory-of-change/



The Backwards Logic Model



The Backwards Logic Model

• Start with the intended outcome and work backwards

• Identify the necessary activities, attitudes, behaviors, policies, 
and systems that would need to be addressed. 

• Try doing a logic model both ways and see what happens

• Deeper engagement is usually the key to long-term impact



Outreach vs Engagement

At your table…

• There are cards at your table, each describing real 
examples of Extension programming or activities. 

• Grab a card and a neighbor and answer…
• Is this engagement or outreach? 
• Which examples show community power in decision-

making? 
• How would you make it more “engagement-y”?
• How does Extension report success? But what is the true 

impact? 



Outreach ≠ Engagement

Outreach Engagement



Outreach vs Engagement

True engagement means stakeholders are helping shape the 

agenda, not just receiving the end product.

Source: ChatGPT



Community Engagement Spectrum



Community-Based Participatory Research

https://nmhec.org/wp-content/uploads/CBPR-Toolkit_FINAL_v3_ada.pdf



Measuring Success in Engagement

At your table… 

• Is this successful engagement? 

• What would be better gauges of  success? 

MAYSVILLE, Ky.—  (July 30, 2025) Students from the Department of 

Landscape Architecture at the University of Kentucky Martin-Gatton 

College of Agriculture, Food and Environment have been recognized 

for outstanding community development work in Mason County, 

Kentucky. The group worked with Blueprint Kentucky that 

champions programming and research focusing on community and 

economic development.

The Kentucky Chapter of the American Society of Landscape 

Architects defines recipients of the merit award as projects that 

display good design and characterize environmental responsibility.

The goal of the project, titled ‘Connecting Maysville,’ was to improve 

economic development in the town. Bringing in UK students created 

an opportunity for those who have never been to Maysville an 

opportunity to see it from a new perspective.



The Indicators of Success That Lead to Condition Changes

• Trust 

• Shared ownership

• Long-term change

• Sustainability



Stories of Success

https://theharwoodinstitute.org/report-catalog/one-step-at-a-time-winchester-and-clark-county-seizing-the-moment



Stories of Success



Partnerships and Credit

https://www.minotdailynews.com/news/local-news/2024/10/turtle-mountain-recovery-center-holds-grand-opening/



Ready for your blood pressure to go up?

“Among public universities, many land-grant universities […] have 

a secret weapon for rural engagement: extension programs that 

have connected campuses to farming communities since 1917. 

Extension programs bring research-based knowledge and 

practical education to communities outside traditional academic 

settings, often allowing people to participate in lectures and 

workshops even if they’re not enrolled.”

In his 2018 book “Land Grant Universities for the Future,” co-

authored with West Virginia University President Gordon Gee, he 

called for universities to “get their acts together” and get away 

from this very old model of community outreach.”

And when extension programs only focus on agriculture, rural 

communities miss out on everything else the university offers — 

from business development to social work to engineering.

https://dailyyonder.com/are-rural-extensions-being-under-utilized/2025/07/31/



It’s Okay to Be the Best Kept Secret

• We don’t need constant visibility to be valuable

• Being “best kept” works if the right people know, and the work is 
trusted

• The danger is not obscurity, it’s irrelevance



We just need to tell our story better…

• Or do we?

• Maybe our role is to empower our communities, our businesses, 
our families, our farmers to tell their own story.

What’s better? 

• Telling the story of our role in a community’s “success”

• The community telling their own story and maybe Extension is 
mentioned, maybe not. 



I know, I know…

“Have you seen the current fiscal and political environment?”

“It’s a fight out there!”

“If people aren’t acknowledging our involvement, we are at risk of 
losing funding.”

Brainstorm question: Are there ways of mitigating this risk? 



Alison’s Risks of Relevance

• Content risk: Tackling topics outside our historical wheelhouse.

• Partnership risk: Working with organizations or leaders who 
don’t share our exact style or methods.

• Perception risk: Letting others lead, even if Extension doesn’t 
get the credit.

• Resistance Risk: Convincing stakeholders or funders to move 
beyond transactional outreach 

• Political Risk: Tackling issues of utmost priority for the 
community but unpopular among political leadership



1) How do we engage better? 

2) Where are opportunities to use 
engagement for greater impact? 



First Steps…

• A promise to listen as much as we teach.

• To partner with humility.

• To take risks for relevance.

• And to be okay with quiet impact, as long as the work is 
making a difference.



Building Internal Capacity

Community and Economic Development Extension



Will AI Force Extension to Focus More on Engagement? 

• How many of us have had genuine (and terrifying) 
conversations about the role of AI in traditional Extension 
programming? 

• What have we concluded? 

• Relationships matter more than ever



Final call to action

This week, ask yourself: 

Where am I playing it safe? 

Who haven’t I invited to the table? 

Am I truly engaging with people invited to the table?

And am I willing to risk comfort for the sake of relevance? 

Because our communities are worth the risk.



Thank you!
Alison Davis

Alison.Davis@uky.edu



2025 Meeting Agenda



Meeting Locations

ANR: 220 IT: 222

COM: 223 MM: 210/211

CRD: 224 PSD: 218

FCS: 212/213 AEA: 217

4-H: 208/209 ASRED: 219
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