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Taking the University to the People through Cowboy Churches 

Introduction

Cooperative Extension is designed to take research-based information to the people (Rasmussen, 1989).  Yet, there is a lack of understanding and appreciation for this service (McDowell, 2004; Abrams, Meyers, Irani, & Baker, 2010).  As a result, research recommends Extension to redefine its niche and target audience, to expand and market to more relevant to populations while utilizing modern communication strategies (Kelsey, 2010; McDowell, 2004; Telg, Irani, Hurst, & Kistler, 2007; West, Drake, and Lando, 2009).  Cowboy churches are new type of church designed to attract the working cowboy and other individuals who share an affinity to the cowboy and western lifestyle (Williams, 2011).  The National Research Agenda of The American Association for Agricultural Education recommends scientific focus to determine environments and support systems facilitating in adoption decisions and processes of groups and individuals while identifying factors affecting communication and educational efforts (Doerfert, 2011).  Academic research on cowboy churches is limited, providing very little insight to how these churches facilitate change within their respective communities.  These churches may serve as a potential audience for Extension.

Purpose of Study
The purpose of this study was to describe cowboy church subject awareness of Cooperative Extension and identify the potential for Extension-cowboy church collaborations. 

Theoretical Framework 

This study was framed using Rogers’ (2003) diffusion of innovations.  Partnerships between Extension and cowboy churches are an innovation not yet investigated.  Using an acceptability research perspective, the innovation of Extension-cowboy church collaborations, will be evaluated prior to diffusion.  Rogers’ (2003) five perceived attributes of an innovation aid in determining an innovation’s rate of adoption and will be used to evaluate the acceptability for collaborations.  The five perceived attributes of an innovation include: 


(1) relative advantage: degree the innovation is more advantageous compared to others; 
(2) compatibility: consistency of innovation to one’s values, experiences, and needs; 


(3) complexity: degree of difficulty in understanding and implementing innovation; 


(4) trialability: degree in which an innovation can be experimented; and


(5) observability: the visibility of results. 

Methods


This study followed a basic, qualitative research design, utilizing a purposive snowball sampling technique (Berg, 2009; Dooley, 2007; Merriam, 2009).  Key informants were snowballed from the American Fellowship of Cowboy Churches (AFCC) using a top-down approach.  The criterion upon selection required participants to be current ministers, former ministers, and/or secretaries of churches affiliated with the AFCC.  Thirteen informants were identified and ten subjects participated in this study, nine of which were male pastors and one a female administrative assistant.  Seven subjects represented the AFCC in an administrative capacity as an officer, board member, and/or field representative.  Semi-structured face-to-face and phone interviews were conducted with participants.  Interview transcripts were analyzed for recurring patterns and themes.  Multiple measures were taken to secure trustworthiness including an audit trail, member checks, a researcher journal, and purposive sampling (Dooley, 2007; Merriam, 2009).
Findings

Subjects were asked three questions to ascertain awareness of Extension.  The questions included: What is your familiarity with [State] Extension? Do you know of county agents? Does your church have a 4-H group? In addition to these questions, subjects were asked to express their willingness to collaborate with outside organizations, like Extension.  Responses revealed over half of subjects recognized the brand name of [State] Extension.  All but one subject indicated awareness of county agents, with one being married to a county agent.  Every subject recognized the organization 4-H; however, it was unclear if subjects understood county agents and 4-H were part of Extension.  Subjects indicated horses, youth, and wildfire response as primary mediums for collaborating with Extension.  Strong interest was expressed for information pertaining to horse health such as shot clinics, while one subject specifically wanted to host the horsemanship clinic put on by local Extension.  All subjects indicated some youth participation in either 4-H or FFA.  One subject was married to the local FCS and 4-H agent, this agent was described to have conducted programs using the chuck wagon and sewing classes to make leather western wear.  In addition, four subjects indicated strong interest to host and/or sponsor livestock shows that would undoubtedly attract both 4-H and FFA youth.  More recently, churches have begun responding to wildfires helping farmers and ranchers relocate animals and resource hay.  Two subjects described organizing directly with Extension agents for emergency response efforts.  Willingness for these churches to collaborate with outside organizations is completely based on mission alignment.  Subjects expressed the outside organization and/or message must be culturally relevant, have a respect of the church mission, and allow the opportunity for the church to share the Gospel. 

Conclusions


Cowboy church subjects have a general awareness of Extension; however, it is not fully known the extent to which they understand the brand as a whole.  Not all cowboy churches of this study openly seek community collaborations; however, those that do, require the outside organization and/or message be culturally relevant and as churches they reserve the right to openly share the Gospel. 
Implications & Recommendations 

Subject awareness of Extension implies that county agents do not commonly seek out cowboy churches.  Collaborations with cowboy churches are advantageous to Extension as they provided an untapped population for programming.  The audience structures of churches are compatible to the target audience of Extension; however, complexity lies in that cowboy churches are not yet accessible in every county in the United States.  It is recommended for Extension professionals identify and initiate contact with the cowboy churches in their counties, when applicable. Pastors, a leadership position allocated to men, should be contacted first regarding interest in collaborations as they serve as gatekeepers, controlling the flow of information through the church.  Horsemanship, shot clinics, livestock shows, chuck wagon nutrition, and emergency response are recommended avenues for Extension to engage with these churches.  Future research should focus on the observability of the proposed means of collaborations, providing case-study analyses.
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