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Make Food Matter 
Advocacy & Action 
Workshops

Session I: 
Effective Communication and 

Taking Social Action - A Social 

Labs Approach

The purpose of the workshop was to build our capacity 

to communicate effectively using community dialogues,      

traditional media, and social media. Together we devel-

oped fluency with food security messaging in order to 

reach communities, policy makers and governments at all 

levels. We also explored an approach to “prototyping” (rapid 

experimental discovery through doing) and identified pro-

totype projects (innovative approaches aimed at growing 

the conversation about food security in Nova Scotia using 

the Make Food Matter toolkit and messages. 
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Thursday, June 18, 2015: 

Chris Stothart, Voices for Food Security in Nova Scotia Project Coordinator, began the day by introducing 
the projects housed at the Food Action Research Centre at Mount Saint Vincent University and explaining 
the evolution of the Make Food Matter concept that branched into this Advocacy and Action Workshop 
Series. He introduced the facilitators for the two-day workshop session; social innovation specialists, Sera 
Thompson (Engagement Strategist), Leo Artalejo (Public Relations Strategist), and Will Martin (Innovation 
Strategist).  

Sera walked the group through the agenda for the day’s session including a welcome, a presentation on 
effective communication, a scenario exercise, an overview of the ‘prototyping approach’, and the iden-
tification of potential prototyping projects with interactive activities scattered throughout the day. The 
purpose of this session was to get better at telling food stories, so that more resources and efforts mobi-
lize towards healthy, just, and sustainable food systems.  

Identified outcomes were the following:
 •   To build capacity to communicate effectively.
 •   To build our fluency with food security messages in order to reach communities, policy   
      makers, and governments at all levels.
 •   To explore a prototyping approach (rapid experimental discovery through doing).
 •   To identify projects that grow the conversation about food security. 

From there, we broke into pairs and discussed how the story of food is alive, growing, and/or stuck in our 
communities and/or immediate circles of work. Participants took approximately 5 minutes each to share 
their experiences and thoughts with their partners. Each pair joined with another pair to reflect on previ-
ous discussions and knowledge to determine what underlying forces affect how the movement of good 
food grows. Each group wrote their ideas on sticky notes and passed them to the facilitators to group in 
common themes or ideas.  
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After a short break, Leo Artalejo led the group through Effective Communication 101. He discussed what 
companies are doing to sell similar products (ie. Starbucks vs. Tim Horton’s coffee) and how companies use 
an approach of ‘what?’, ‘how?’, and ‘why?’ to create demand for their products and sell them as an ‘experience’. 
Leo walked the group through different channels of social media and how to use them effectively to com-

municate messaging that will fulfill the interests of social media followers. 
He emphasized the need to provide value to social media audiences and to 
stay current and active in an online presence. Questions and comments 
of participants were discussed and small groups were formed to work on 
worksheets. These worksheets provided a scenario for each group to build 
effective communication strategies to disseminate food security messag-
ing to intended audiences.  

As the morning portion of 
the workshop was coming 
to a close, Sera asked each 

participant to vote on the underlying forces that were identi-
fied to affect how the movement of good food grows. Votes 
were based on which underlying forces participants felt were 
the most impactful and unpredictable or risky at the same time.  

To begin the afternoon, the winning forces, political will and 
emotional resonance, were used to develop four scenarios based 
on a spectrum of these forces. Groups of 4-6 people were asked to imagine a chosen scenario and develop a 
short film poster including a title of the film, what actors would be involved, and a short plot for the scenario. 
Each group was given the opportunity to present to the larger group based on their discussions and shared 
ideas. The following scenarios emerged: 
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After each group had presented, Sera gave an overview of the ‘prototyping approach’ and introduced the 
idea of social labs. A short video to explain social labs was shared. Next, Will Martin introduced a canvas for 
a rapid planning and implementation process for prototyping projects. Participants were given the opportu-
nity to identify projects within their own organizations that could benefit from a prototyping approach. Will 
outlined the 100 day mini lab to create momentum for these identified projects with coaching calls from our 
facilitators and social innovation experts part-way through the lab. Participants were encouraged to share 
their preliminary project ideas with the group to allow people to join forces or to inspire others to create ad-
ditional projects within their own realms of work. 

The first day of the workshop was concluded by a check out where everyone was encouraged to share what 
was most valuable to them from the day’s workshop. It was clear that several different aspects of the day were 
impactful to the group and that there was a general feeling of motivation and excitement from the mate-
rial that they had learned and participated in throughout the day. There was also a sense of processing that 
needed to occur, as many people vocalized a need to reflect further on the information that had been pre-
sented and discussed. People were invited to return the following day for the second day of the workshop if 
they were feeling inspired to work on a prototyping project. Participants were additionally given the freedom 
to choose not to return if they felt that they had received the information and resources that they needed to 
benefit their work.
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Friday, June 19, 2015: 

Will Martin, began the morning by making opening remarks in reflection of the previous day’s session and 
the feeling of facing obstacles and pressure to have a real impact on the food reality of our province. Partic-
ipants were asked where they were at with this work and a wonderful discussion of genuine thoughts and 
reflections ensued. Many felt that great information was presented in the first day of workshop; however, 
some voiced that they were slightly overwhelmed by the material and struggled to see how it fit in their 
work. There was a sense that how we talk about the work is equally as 
important as the work itself. Others shared that we tend to prioritize the 
action part of our work over telling our stories well. Overall, the theme 
of time pressures and constraints were highlighted along with the need 
to navigate through the complexity of food security work to find that 
right action at the right time that will have the desired impact. 

Many people were applying their learning to real projects within their 
organizations in a tangible way, while some were happy to play a sup-
portive role and looking for where they could apply their learning. 
Some discovered that they had already been using the ‘prototyping’ approach within their work, but had 
not named it as so in previous projects. Others were being introduced to this idea for the first time and were 
experiencing a change of mindset from a traditional planning-based approach. Some expressed urgency to 
boil food security down into a palatable message to get uptake from a wider audience, while others felt that 
there were several. There was also a sentiment that we won’t get one message that fits everyone, but that we 
must connect with the right audiences at the right times. Many vocalized a feeling of being overwhelmed 
and stuck in a rut of their current way of working. This workshop was providing them with a pathway to a 
new and hopeful approach.  

After the initial morning circle discussion, Will reviewed the canvas 
that the group would use to identify different aspects of their proto-
typing projects. Several projects were identified and smaller groups 
were formed based on organizational interest and plausibility. Each 
group spent approximately 45 minutes completing each section of their      
canvas and discussing potential avenues, partners, audiences, and      
resources relating to their projects. Will then distributed an experimen-
tation identification worksheet to identify risks and assumptions of 
each project.  
 
To close the second day of the workshop, each participant was asked to 

complete a live doodle poll to indicate when would work best for the group to meet for a follow-up retreat 
in the fall of 2015. The leads of each prototyping project were encouraged to email a photo of their canvas 
to Will, as a prerequisite to be supported by coaching calls over the summer months. In a closing circle, all 
participants were asked to express one word that reflected how they were feeling at that moment after a 
lengthy and intense workshop. There was a feeling of excitement, inspiration, motivation, and hope for the 
future in the room. Some expressed a feeling of being overwhelmed and lost amongst a vast and complex 
issue; however, the majority of the group were ready to take action and were motivated to challenge them-
selves to develop their prototype idea into a tangible project within the next 100 days. All participants were 
asked to complete an evaluation form and provide their feedback before leaving the workshop. The group 
was assured that resources and materials presented throughout the workshop would be circulated among 
participants in the near future.
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