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Addressing the Divide: A Comparison of the Needs and Preferences of Small Farmers 

The United States extension system began in 1914 as a way to distribute and extend land- grant knowledge and resources to rural communities (National Institute of Food and Agriculture [NIFA], 2011). A longtime recipient of these extension services is the small farmer (Hazell, 2011; Stephenson, 2003). The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) defines a small farm as a farm with gross sales less than $250,000 per year (Economic Research Service [ERS], 2011). Approximately 97% of United States farms are small (ERS, 2011), while it is estimated that 93% of [state] farms are small farms (Gaul, Hochmuth, Israel, & Treadwell, 2009).

Small farmers have been and continue to be an important clientele group of the extension service in [state]. However, as suggested by previous research, small farmers are diverse in their needs, necessitating an extension service that is well acquainted with the local clientele in order to effectively meet these needs (Dougherty & Green, 2011; Gaul et al., 2009). The current research is focused on identifying the relationship small farmers have with extension services within different geographic regions of the state. Understanding the geographic differences contributes to Priority Area One of the National Research Agenda (Doerfert, 2011) by providing an increased awareness of preferred delivery methods and perceived effectiveness of extension services in various regions of [state], as well as individual attitudes, perceptions, and forms of engagement with the local extension service.
Theoretical Framework


The theories of digital divide and media richness provide the theoretical framework for this study. Digital divide theory suggests a “dichotomous divide between those citizens who are ‘connected’ and those citizens who remain ‘disconnected’ from technology, information and, it follows, modern or postmodern society” (Selwyn, 2004, p. 344). It is suggested that the digital divide is affected by demographics including socioeconomic status, income, gender, race, age, household dynamics, and area of residence (Rainie et al., 2003; Selwyn, 2004). Caucasians tend to be more connected than African Americans and Hispanics, while urban and suburban residents are more connected than rural residents (Rainie et al., 2003).  

Media richness theory suggests that individuals are more successful at processing information when media characteristics match individual needs (Daft & Lengel, 1986). The theory indicates that the richness of the media for an individual is affected by “the ability of the material to transmit multiples cues (e.g., vocal inflection, gestures), immediacy of feedback, language variety, and the personal focus of the medium” (Dennis & Kinney, 1998, p. 257-258). Daft & Lengel (1986) purport richer media (e.g. face-to-face communication) are used for complex information dissemination, and media lacking richness (e.g. print based documents) are reserved for simpler information.   
Methods


Focus groups methodology was used to investigate the needs of small farmers across geographical locations in [state]. Focus groups are commonly used to identify gaps between experts and their target audience (Morgan, 1998). Six focus groups were conducted in three different geographic locations of [state], with two focus groups per region. Fifty-nine participants, recruited by an external marketing firm, took part in the focus groups. The use of environmental triangulation for location was used to address concern of diversity among the geographically different focus groups (Guion, Diehl, & McDonald, 2009). A consistent questioning route, used throughout each of the focus groups, was guided by a protocol developed according to the procedures outlined by Krueger (1998) and Greenbaum (2000). Audio-recordings were made and transcribed for each focus group. Focus groups were moderated by the same experienced, trained moderator, who completed analysis of the focus groups using Glaser’s (1965) constant comparative method.
Results and Findings

Individuals participating in this study were from communities in either the northwest, north central or southwest regions of [state]. Results indicate that the participants who reside in the north-west differ from those in the other two locations. Participants in the northwest were primarily African American, while the other two locations were made up predominantly of Caucasian participants. Additionally, many northwest participants reported more than ten years of farming experience and identified themselves as third generation farmers. Participants in the other two locations primarily reported less than 10 years of farming experience and identified themselves as first-generation farmers.

Participants from the northwest repeatedly referred to seeking help and extension services from nearby states, rather than services within [state]. Use of other states’ extension services was not observed in the other two locations. Northwest participants frequently referred to wanting information presented in person or in hard-copy publications. Participants in the other two locations expressed greater preferences for receiving information through the Internet and electronic documents. Finally, northwest participants exhibited preference toward extension agents making farm visits. One participant reminisced on the historical extension process: 

My mother is right at 80 years old and she said the extension agent would come around…And then you had the extension agent that would go out in the field and talk to the farmers and show them the new research, this, that and the other. And that doesn’t happen. Nobody has time for you anymore.  

Participants in the other two locations did not express these same concerns to extent that the northwest participants did. Many indicated using alternative solutions such as e-mailing their extension agent pictures to address a problem on their farm.
Conclusions and Recommendations

Results of this study indicate that preferences and needs small farmers vary in different geographic locations of [state]. Northwest participants seeking information from other states’ extension services may be due to the type of crops being grown in the area. These crops are more similar to crops grown in the other states than those grown in the rest of [state]. It is also suspected that information provided to northwest farmers from those states may align more closely with their favored media richness (Daft & Lengel, 1986). This focus on hard-copy documents and face-to-face communication is evidence of the digital divide. These participants rarely discussed being connected to the internet, were from a more rural part of the state, had a lower socioeconomic status, and were primarily African American (Rainie et al., 2003). Finally, the focus on historical extension process by the northwest participants may be due to their extended experience with farming and their families’ history of farming. 

Based on these findings, it is suggested that a one-size-fits-all approach to extension is not appropriate when working with the small farm population. Small farmers in the northwest have demonstrated different geographical, cultural, and agricultural needs than those in the other two locations. It is recommended that the extension service conduct follow-up surveys in each county in order to adequately address the needs in each location. The information provided in this study has helped identify the delivery method preferences and the effectiveness of extension among small farmers in [state]. 
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