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Using Social Media to Weather the Storm of Crisis
Need for research

The relationship between agriculturists and the weather is tightly wound and well known. Crop producers are often at the mercy of the forecast when it comes to their livelihood. Therefore commodity organizations must be prepared to constantly communicate the most up-to-date and useful information available to their members and stakeholders. This summer, [state] has been full of examples of the issues that plague farmers, from droughts to windstorms. The weather issues presented a true challenge to [state’s] commodity organizations and agricultural media sources as they sought to inform their membership about upcoming and current issues. This research seeks to examine how these organizations used social media to communicate weather-related information following a large early July storm that impacted much of the state.


The windstorm, which left corn flattened, barns collapsed and widespread power outages in its wake, was a crisis event for farmers in the state, as were the dire drought conditions before and after. Agricultural organizations and media sources needed to react quickly to supply their followers with necessary information. This research seeks to examine the social media strategies that [state] agricultural organizations employed to communicate information regarding this major storm. The insights gained will be valuable to other agricultural groups who will face crisis situations in the future and could use social media to their advantage. This research addresses the “New Technologies, Practices, and Products” research priority area, as it examines the use of innovative technology in crisis communication.
Conceptual framework

The topic of crisis management and communication has gained increasing notoriety over the past 25 years. Studies of crisis management strategy gained increasing prominence following an incident in 1982 when Johnson & Johnson was faced with a crisis situation due to Tylenol capsules laced with cyanide (Whiting, Tucker, & Whaley, 2004; Simola, 2005). Although evidence supported that the contamination occurred outside of company production facilities and was contained to one geographical area, Johnson & Johnson reacted swiftly with a national product recall, costing the company $100 million (Fink, 1986). This management decision proved effective, as sales and market share rebounded quickly and the brand equity of the Tylenol name was preserved (Siomkos, 1992). This event ignited much discussion among scholars and communication experts, leading to the emergence of the field of modern organizational crisis management (Mitroff, 2001). While various definitions of organizational crisis have been proposed, the literature contains two basic threads: a crisis has the ability to disrupt operations and hinder the function of the organization, and a crisis can threaten the organization’s reputation (Coombs, 2002). Both of these recurrent themes connect the threat of crisis with a potential to impact the organization’s financial bottom line by harming profits, donations, sales, etc. The July storm fits this definition of crisis, as damaged crops and property can hinder farmers’ ability to operate their business profitably and meet the needs of consumers.
Recent research has explored crisis management and communication specifically within the field of agriculture and food production. Whiting, Tucker and Whaley (2004) examined crisis preparedness among colleges of agriculture at land grant universities, finding that 60 percent of land grant universities have an established crisis communication plan. However, almost one-third of respondents reported that they were unaware of a crisis communication plan in place at their university, and less than 50 percent of both faculty and staff were thought to be well informed about the plan.  Muegge (2005) applied crisis communication paradigms to the Cooperative Extension Service as she evaluated the University of Florida Extension Services’ crisis communication efforts during the 2004 hurricane season. Extension professionals viewed flyers, print materials, and newspapers as the most effective means of communicating crisis information. Following her research, Muegge recommended that UF Extension services draft a comprehensive, unified, and consistent crisis communication plan. 
Methodology


This study compared and contrasted the social media use of five prominent [state] agricultural organizations: The [state] Soybean Association, [state] Corn and Wheat Growers Association, [state]’sCountry Journal and [state]Ag Net, Farm and Dairy newspaper, and the [state] Farm Bureau Federation. These organizations were chosen based on their prior use of social media and their position as sources of agricultural information in the state. The time period of data collection was June 29, 2012 – July 12, 2012. The organization’s Facebook and Twitter accounts were examined for posts relating to weather issues, specifically the June storm and the drought conditions. Social media posts were examined for the inclusion of terms such as “damage”, “drought”, “dry”, “hot”, “storm”, and “winds”.
Findings
All five groups included in this study used social media to communicate weather-related information during the sample period. Twitter and Facebook were used with virtually the same frequency, with 19 percent of Facebook posts and 20 percent of Twitter posts relating to the weather during the sample period.  The majority (55 percent) of the social media posts included links to news coverage or other resources, and 9 percent included photographs.  All of the posts studied dealt with two weather issues: the drought (78 percent) and the June 29th storm (22 percent). Although all five groups studied used social media to communicate about weather issues during the study period, a clear difference exists between the use of media groups and commodity associations. [state] Farm Bureau Federation, [state] Country Journal and [state] Ag Net, and Farm and Dairy made 80 percent of the 69 weather-related social media posts included in this study. These groups were more active in their general use of social media, making 283 total posts during the study period, compared to only 26 posts made by the two commodity organizations.  
Conclusions & Implications

The researchers concluded that agricultural media sources were more effectively using social media tools to communicate weather information than the commodity groups. If commodity groups were to use these methods of communication to keep their followers up to date they would be able to become a more reliable source for news coverage and weather updates. According to the American Red Cross, 80 percent of Americans expect emergency responders to monitor social sites and 1 in 5 Americans who experience any sort of natural disaster or emergency post something about it on their social sites. Americans are closely tied to their social sites and mobile information when weather issues or news concerns them, placing commodity organizations in a prime spot to provide the information that Americans are looking for. Agricultural marketers recognize the farmers use of social media, noting that farmers typically rely on social media for information on “weather, markets, products, and services,” and this reliance will only continue into the future (Erickson, 2011). This study revealed a gap in the social media activities of [state] commodity organizations in response to recent weather crises. In order to be a reliable source of useful and easily accessible information, these groups should expand their social media response to future crises that impact [state] farmers.
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