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Introduction

Social media has become an important form of communication to youth, with 74% of American teens using social networking sites and 72% of 18 to 29 year olds utilizing social media (Lenhart, Purcell, Smith & Zickuhr, 2010). Therefore, it is becoming increasingly important for organizations, such as the Cooperative Extension Service and the 4-H Youth Development Organization to incorporate social media into their communication networks. A recent study, however, showed that 70% of profiles, pages and groups that were found to represent 4-H and Extension on MySpace and Facebook were created and managed by 4-H members instead of by 4-H personnel (Rhoades, Thomas & Davis, 2009). In the past few years, the National 4-H Council has officially begun utilizing social media and encouraging its usage on a local, state and national level (National 4-H Council, 2010). This study is focused on the diffusion of social media throughout the county 4-H programs in a Southern state to analyze county use of social media. 

Theoretical Framework

Since its inception in the early 1900s, the 4-H Youth Development Organization has been involved in furthering the adoption of new innovations, ranging from improved seed varieties to technologically advanced machinery (Van Horn, Flanagan & Thomson, 1998; Wessel & Wessel, 1982). In 2010, there were over six million students involved in 4-H which still seeks to help rural and urban populations adapt to the rapidly changing needs they face in today’s society (National 4-H Council, 2010). 

The process through which these types of innovations, as well as any other innovation, are adopted is known as diffusion (Winston, 1995). The theory of diffusion of innovations describes how a new technology is shared and adopted by different groups over a period of time based on a variety of factors (Rogers, 1983).  Some of the variables that often affect the adoption of new technologies are social, political, educational, personal and economic factors of the groups or individuals who are expected to adopt the technology (Winston, 1995). While social media is very different than any type of communication medium available when Roger’s devised his theory, research has shown that Roger’s predictions for adoption and diffusion still hold true for social media (Liebrenz-Himes, Dyer& Shamma, 2009). 

Recent research has shown that there is some diffusion of social media in county programs nationwide, including the use of blogging, video sharing (podcasts), virtual worlds (i.e. SecondLife) and other social media services (Ashton, Galloway & Bourdeau, 2010; Case & Hino, 2010; Coates, 2004; Kudryavtsev, Krasny & Walther, 2010; Rhoades, Thomas & Davis, 2009; Woods, 2010; Xie & Gu, 2007). While some 4-H programs are utilizing social media in a variety of ways for their programs, little is known about the widespread diffusion of official social media usage by individual county 4-H programs.
Methodology

An online survey was developed to measure the diffusion of social media by developing questions which were designed to meet five key objectives: describe the demographics of 4-H leaders; determine which counties utilize social media; describe what types of social media are utilized by county 4-H leaders; describe how these social media sites are utilized; and describe 4-H leaders perspectives towards social media use. A nine member expert panel analyzed the survey for face and content validity and a pilot study was also conducted with county 4-H leaders in 11 counties in a Southern state to ensure survey reliability. 

The survey was then distributed via listserv to county 4-H leaders in all counties in a Southern state. A total of 207 people received the survey; however, 11 of these recipients were ineligible to participate in the survey due to their participation in the pilot study. A total of 99 surveys were completed for a survey response rate of 50 percent. More importantly, surveys were received from 79 of the 95 county programs in a Southern state.
Results and Findings

Researchers found that 84.5 percent (n=97) of respondents utilized social media for their county 4-H programs, while an additional 14.4 percent (n=97) had considered using social media in the future. Of the 82 respondents who utilized social media for their county, 72 percent (n=82) reported that they used social media at least once per week to promote 4-H ideas, beliefs, activities and events to 4-H members. Social networking (i.e. Facebook, Myspace, LinkedIn, Google+, etc) was the most frequently utilized social media service, with 74.1 percent (n=81) of respondents using one or more social networking sites at least once per week. 
Social networking and other social media services were utilized in a combination of ways, with over 70 percent (n=82) of respondents using social media for direct communication (i.e. Facebook messages, Twitter direct messages, Twitter @ replies, etc.) and in-direct communication ( i.e. posting to a 4-H group, sharing information via Twitter or Facebook status updates, etc.) with 4-H members. In addition, over 60 percent (n=82) of respondents utilized social media for direct and in-direct communication with adults 4-H leaders and volunteers and for sharing with general audiences. 
Only 37.1 percent (n=97) indicated, however, that they “somewhat agree” to “strongly agree” that 4-H members are satisfied with their county’s usage of social media. Likewise, only 39.1 percent indicated that they would “somewhat agree” to “strongly agree” that they were personally very satisfied with their county program’s usage of social media. 

Conclusions

The results of this study show that a majority of respondents utilize social media on a weekly basis. Only one respondent indicated he or she had not at least considered using social media for their county. Additionally, respondents reported they utilize social media for direct and in-direct communication with 4-H members and adult 4-H leaders and volunteers. They primarily utilize social networks (i.e. Facebook, MySpace or Google+) for their county program, but are also beginning to utilize other types of social media services including photo and video sharing. Additionally, only a small percentage indicated that they were satisfied with their current usage of social media. This shows that there is a widespread desire to utilize social media more effectively to communicate with 4-H members throughout counties in a Southern state.

Implications\Recommendations

The findings of this study support the importance of social media for communicating and engaging with youth populations, as well as the effectiveness of utilizing social media for Extension and 4-H communications. The acceptance of social media by agents creates opportunities for developing more effective training programs through Extension to help county 4-H personnel learn to better engage with their youth members using new social media tools, in addition to Facebook, YouTube, Twitter and other more commonly used sites. The findings also indicate that social media could potentially provide an effective method of communication with other adult and youth groups, such as the National FFA Organization.
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