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Gauging Perceptions of Public Policy in Agricultural and Natural Resources
Introduction & Conceptual Framework
The public is increasingly concerned with policy issues affecting agriculture and natural resources (Baker, 2011), even though only 2% of the population is directly involved with production agriculture (Doerfert, 2011) and the public’s lack of agricultural literacy is a continuing concern (Powell & Agnew, 2011). While there is research assessing public opinions and knowledge of agriculture (Goodwin, Chiarelli, & Irani, 2011; Powell & Agnew, 2011), research regarding public opinion of policy issues facing agriculture is lacking. Specifically, opinion leaders are important because of their influence on the opinions of other members of their communities through their central location in the community’s communication structure (Rogers, 2003). This research assessed the general public’s opinions of policy issues considered important by opinion leaders and addresses Research Priority 1: Public and Policy Maker Understanding of Agriculture and Natural Resources (Doerfert, 2011).
Public opinion research has shown a dearth of political knowledge among the general public (Donsbach & Traugott, 2008). The public gains its knowledge incidentally through media exposure or intentionally through attention to political coverage in general or attention to specific issues. People will attach importance to issues that affect them directly, relate to their fundamental values, or issues that affect groups the individual identifies with. The politically knowledgeable make decision more easily and effectively. They are also less likely to be persuaded by persuasive messages. For individuals to make the effort to seek out information, they must believe the issues are important. While knowledge or motivation can affect behavior, behavior is more likely to be affected when both knowledge and motivation are present.

Methods
To determine the issues to address in the survey, opinion leaders in [state] were surveyed. The opinion leaders were operationally defined as members of [state agriculture and natural resources leadership program]. The opinion leaders were asked what issues facing the agriculture and natural resources sector they believed were most important. From these broader issues, policy issues relevant to agriculture and natural resources in [state] were selected. The final policy issues were the enforcement of numeric nutrient criteria to assess water quality, government subsidies to support biofuel production, the transfer of school lunch programs from the department of education to the department of agriculture, and requiring E-Verify to ensure workers are legal residents. The target population for the survey was [state] residents. The sampling frame consisted of 279 members of an online panel that was representative of the state’s general population, which was obtained through a third-party survey research center. For each topic, participants were provided a description of the issue, asked their awareness of the issue, how important the issue was on a 5-point scale, and their degree of opposition or support of the issue on a 5-point scale. The participants were also asked for their general perceptions of agriculture in [state]. The survey was distributed online through the third-party survey research center in September 2011.

Results
Results of the survey indicated that participants were generally unaware of the public policy issues, with the exception of the government providing subsidies for biofuels (Table 1). The issues were rated as being slightly important by the participants. The participants were most willing to support the use of E-Verify and requiring numeric nutrient criteria to assess water quality, while they were slightly willing to support government subsidies for ethanol production and transferring control of school lunch programs from the department of education to the department of agriculture. As for the opinions of agriculture in the state, the participants held slightly favorable views (Table 2). 

	Table 1
Summary of participants’ awareness, perceived importance, and support of issues.

	
	Awareness (%)a
	Importanceb
	Support/Opposec

	Biofuels
	63.0
	3.68
	3.39

	E-Verify
	37.6
	4.16
	4.02

	School Lunch Transfer
	36.8
	3.63
	3.46

	Numeric Nutrient Criteria
	24.7
	3.88
	3.70

	aPercent of participants who reported being aware of the issue.
bMean for responses coded as 1 = Unimportant, 2 = Slightly Unimportant, 3 = Neutral, 4 = Slightly Important, and 5 = Important.
cMean for responses coded as 1 = Oppose, 2 = Slightly Oppose, 3 = Neutral, 4 = Slightly Support, and 5 = Support.



Conclusions & Recommendations
The participants were generally unaware of the issues, indicating a disconnect between the general public and the important issues facing the agriculture and natural resources industry, as indicated by opinion leaders. This lack of awareness is consistent with past research showing a lack of agricultural and political knowledge for the general public (Donsbach & Traugott, 2008; Powell & Agnew, 2011). Though participants were generally unaware of the issues, participants considered the issues important. The immigration and water quality issues were the most important to participants and the most likely to be supported. The participants’ perceptions of the issues as important is similar to the opinion leaders’ perceptions issues, which is in line with past opinion leader literature (Rogers, 2003). The results are also in line with literature stating the public is concerned with agriculture and natural resources (Baker, 2011). For the public to take actions to support the agriculture and natural resources industry, motivation is present, as indicated by the public’s perception of the issues’ importance, but knowledge is lacking, as indicated by the public’s lack of awareness of the issues facing agriculture and natural resources (Donsbach & Traugott, 2008).
For practitioners, efforts should continue to improve agricultural knowledge, particularly in regard to policy issues. These results indicate the public in [state] considers the issues facing agriculture and natural resources important, but they will be more likely to act with an increase in knowledge, which was not the case in this study (Donsbach & Traugott, 2008). For future research, the process for issues selection should be altered. In this survey, opinion leaders selected a broad topic (e.g., regulation), while the final survey needed to refer to specific policy issues (e.g., numeric nutrient criteria). Opinion leaders should select specific policy issues to more directly address policy issues considered important. The next recommendation is to expand the research to a national scope. While it is important to understand the perceptions in individual states, many policy issues have national implications. To accomplish this, an accessible group of opinion leaders nationwide should be used, which could occur by utilizing similar leadership program participants in multiple states. Accessing a nationally representative sample can be occur by using the same third-party survey research center by expanding the scope of the panel.
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