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County Extension Agents’ Methods of Communicating 4-H and Extension Programs in the State of Arkansas
Introduction/Need for Research
As extension personnel respond to budget cuts and declining funding sources, many examine communication strategies for assistance with the growth and development of programs. Previous research has indicated a sound communication and marketing plan can assist with various issues such as attracting leaders, volunteers and clientele, increasing client satisfaction, and executing programs which carry out Extension's mission (Chappell, 1994). There are numerous benefits of having a well defined communication and marketing plan for a state wide extension 4-H program. In fact, Hammond (2004) defines the following reasons for marketing Extension: 1) Political--To enhance the sources of funding and support, 2) Internal benefits--Creating high performing teams and attracting good staff, and 3) Survival--competing for clientele who have other resources at their disposal. The need for this particular research was identified by the American Association for Agricultural Education (AAAE) within the National Research Agenda, Priority 5: Efficient and Effective Agricultural Education Programs (Doerfert, 2011).
To that end, the emerging objective to serve as the basis for this study – What are the current communication strategies for county extension agents in Arkansas? With the rise of that particular question, a need for a strategic communication and marketing plan was identified within the University of Arkansas – Division of Agriculture during an annual review of all extension programs in Arkansas. With no complete and designed statewide marketing plan in Arkansas, leadership within the Cooperative Extension Service (CES) deemed it imperative that a faculty task force be established to lead the project. To add to the importance of creating a statewide communication and marketing plan, the entire plan developed by the task force was to be presented at a 4-H in-service training, in an effort to increase county agents’ knowledge of the latest methods available to them when communicating their programs. To prepare for the in-service training, the task force determined the current communication strategies of county extension agents by way of an online survey. Based on the results of the survey, the task force planned the curriculum to be taught during the in-service training accordingly. Thus, the results of the survey presented are the make-up of this particular research.
Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework for this study was derived from “Marketing Cooperative Extension at the Local Level” conducted by Hammond (2004). Hammond suggests a mixture of marketing tools and methods such as public relations, communication, and networking to broadly increase visibility and understanding of the value of Cooperative Extension, particularly at the local level. Further, Hammond (2004) makes the case that marketing is the responsibility of all staff members, not just the County Director or staff, and provides ideas for volunteer and clientele involvement. 
Methodology
Faculty in the 4-H, Communications, and Animal Science departments developed an online survey asking the county extension agents of their communication methods of their county programs. The agents received notification via email of the online survey through zoomerang. The county extension agents were given 1 week to complete the survey and were sent reminders four days and one day prior to the survey being closed to participants. 
Results
Researchers were able to gather 76 responses to the online survey conducted. Further, individuals participating in this study were all county extension agents with any 4-H responsibility in their respective job description. Results indicate that many county extension agents are using social media as a platform for communicating and marketing their programs to participants and volunteers (66% of respondents). When asked how social media has been used, the highest response was To communicate with current 4-H’ers (92%), followed by To communicate with 4-H volunteers (86%) and To promote 4-H events/activities with current 4-H’ers (86%). To market the 4-H program achieved 62% of agent responses.  
The specific social media method used most was found to be facebook (94%), followed by twitter and blogs (4%) each. When asked what other types of communication strategies the county extension agents are using, Email (93.4%) was the highest, followed by Text messaging (44.7%), Podcasts (6.6%) and Other (27.6%). The agents were also asked to rank a list of media methods as to which were the most effective (1=most effective, 8=least effective). The agents listed the most effective media methods (average rating in parentheses): Word of mouth (3.62), followed by Social media (3.62), Newsletters (3.76), Email (4.01), Newspaper (4.27), Text (4.85), Websites – Other than social media (5.42), and Podcasts (6.31).
Agents were also asked to select the partnerships in which they pursue regarding other youth organizations. The highest selected organization identified was FFA (77.6%), followed by School Activities/Sports (21.7%), Boys and Girls Club (19.7%), Girl Scouts (14.5%), Boy Scouts (7.9%), and Sports Associations – not school sports (7.9%).
Conclusions/Implications
Results of this trial lead researchers to adapt communication and marketing tools to the method of which county 4-H agents are accustomed to using the most, as well as providing a platform in which state faculty within both the 4-H department and communications department can use as a starting point in assisting the county agents in marketing and communicating their programs. More specifically, with the data collected from the county extension agents, State 4-H faculty will be in a better position to design a marketing scheme for each county that coincides with the state’s goals and fits the state of Arkansas. The ultimate objective in communicating programs is to allow for greater growth and awareness of 4-H programs in the state. Further, with facebook being the overwhelming method of communicating programs to participants, the University of Arkansas – Division of Agriculture should develop a policy guide that directs employees on the proper use of social media as well as proper education on all communication strategies employed by county extension agents.  
Future research should examine the driving forces behind agent use of social media and decisions to use certain methods, while not using others. Moreover, researchers should also examine the partnerships that county extension agents use and the success rates of those partnerships when it comes to growing and communicating county programs.
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