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Sowing the Seeds of Social Media: Lessons Learned from Teaching Producers about Social Media Technology 

Introduction
The National Research Agenda Priority Area 2 states that social science research goals should address “the use of new technologies and social networking tools for communication to selected target audiences” (Doerfert, 2011, p. 17). Agricultural producers, particularly those involved with their local Extension services, are one potential audience that should be encouraged to use social networking tools for communication and marketing. Extension educators often have opportunities to facilitate the adaption of new technologies nationwide (Seger, 2011), and may be able to help producers adopt social media use through trainings and workshops.
 
New technologies, including social media, have changed the way Extension interacts with the current and future clientele it serves (Seger, 2011). Social media tools provide an opportunity for individuals to seek, share, and view information from a variety of sources and are available online, usually free of charge (Kinsey, 2010). The use of these tools allows organizations to engage in timely and direct contact with consumers and constituents at a relatively lower cost and higher levels of efficiency than can be achieved with more traditional communication tools (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Social media trainings provided by Extension, or other agricultural organizations, can help usher producers into the digital age. However, some considerations should be made when attempting to teach social media technologies to producers who are mostly non-digital natives. Following the conclusion of two workshops aimed at addressing this goal, the researchers learned some valuable lessons regarding teaching technology to producers.  

How It Works 
As part of an ongoing grant provided by the USDA’s Beginning Farmers and Ranchers program, researchers conducted workshops on using social media tools in three states: Texas, Illinois, and Georgia. These workshops were intended to teach beginning farm and ranch producers how to utilize social media tools to effectively market their farms, products and/or services. Each eight-hour workshop incorporated an array of social mediums including Facebook, Twitter, Hootsuite, and WordPress. Workshops were free and voluntary, plus included lunch for participants.
 
Results to Date/Implications
The researchers who conducted these social media workshops learned some valuable lessons through their experiences in teaching producers about social media technologies. The researchers encourage others interested in addressing social media trainings to learn from the lessons they learned to provide a worthwhile and beneficial learning experience for their participants. 

One of the most important lessons the researchers learned was that it is imperative to ensure that participants have done their homework prior to coming to the workshops. Participants for these workshops were asked to complete a series of tasks prior to attending the workshop to get them set up on the various social media sites that would be taught. Each participant was emailed a list of instructions prior to the workshop, yet many of them had not completed these tasks by the time the workshop was conducted. Many reported these emails were deleted, had not been received, or would not open. A significant amount of time in the workshop was spent addressing these issues and helping participants complete the tasks they had been asked to do ahead of time.   

Another lesson learned by the researchers was to go into these trainings with extra patience. The researchers had to recognize that they were teaching technology to non-digital natives, those who are less familiar and comfortable with online tools and environments. Due to their unfamiliarity with the social media tools being taught, the participants did not pick up on these technologies as quickly or as easily as the younger, digitally native participants. Extra time and patience was required to address the needs of the participants and to allow them to become more comfortable with the social networks. 

The researchers also learned that an eight hour workshop was simply too long for these groups of participants. Following lunch, which was provided, participants had a difficult time focusing. Many wanted to review what was learned before lunch, while many others were still working on accomplishing the tasks learned during the morning sessions. Even those who had kept up with the instruction were simply overwhelmed by the amount of information they were learning and seemed to check out following lunch.       
 
Future Plans/Advice to Others 
Based on the lessons learned from these workshops, researchers suggest some considerations be made when conducting social media workshops to similar audiences. First and foremost, take steps to ensure that participants have done their homework prior to attending the training workshop so that workshop time is devoted to the lessons prepared by the researchers rather than helping participants complete the tasks they were asked to do ahead of time. A suggestion to remedy this situation is following the initial email workshop organizers can call participants prior to the workshop to check on their progress with completing the tasks asked of them. 

Additionally, researchers should be prepared for an onslaught of questions from and attention needed by the participants when learning the social media tools. Extra patience is needed from the researchers from the beginning to tackle these issues. Finally, the researchers suggest offering more breaks during the workshop to reduce participant fatigue throughout the day. Two breaks in the morning and afternoon sessions may help participant stay more engaged. The researchers also suggest possibly reducing the time frame of the workshop from eight hours to five or six hours.  

Costs/Resources Needed
Several resources are needed to provide social media training workshops. A facility large enough for participants with Internet and computer access will be needed to host the workshop. It is also recommended that facilities have projector equipment to facilitate instruction to the group and to show examples of effective social media sites. Catering services are needed to provide lunch for participants, and refreshments, including coffee, should be provided for session breaks. 

The costs of providing workshops will vary per location. Fees may be incurred for facility rental, Internet access, computer lab use, or computer rentals. Lunch and refreshment costs should also be assessed. Some locations may provide facilities, computer use, and Internet access for use at no cost. 
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