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Sowing the Seeds of Social Media: Using a Longitudinal Evaluation to Assess the Effectiveness of a Social Media Training Workshop 

Introduction/Need for Research
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 are one potential audience that should be encouraged to use social networking tools for communication and marketing purposes. 
Although social media tools are increasing in popularity, few agricultural producers are actually using these tools (Walz, 2004). This lack of use could stem from unfamiliarity, perceived costs associated with use of new media, and/or a lack of skills to effectively produce and manage websites and social media tools. Nelson and Trede (2004) recommended that trainings be provided for beginning farmers and ranchers so they can better utilize the Internet and other innovative media.

As part of an ongoing grant provided by the USDA’s Beginning Farmers and Ranchers program, researchers conducted an eight hour social media workshop that was intended to teach beginning farm and ranch producers how to utilize social media tools to effectively market their farms, products and/or services. The researchers presented materials, tips, strategies, examples and hands-on experiences in incorporating Facebook, Twitter, Hootsuite, and WordPress. The workshop was provided to participants free of charge and on a voluntary basis. The purpose of this research was to determine how much participants utilized the aforementioned social media sites to market their farms, products or services following the workshop as a means of measuring the effectiveness of the training.

Conceptual/Theoretical Framework
Evaluating the influence of a training program, such as the one conducted by the researchers, allows them to better understand how well they achieved their goals and how effective their training was to the participants. Boyle and Johns (2002) defined evaluation as “the determination of the extent to which the desired objectives have been attained or the amount of movement that has been made in the desired direction” (p. 196). One major goal of program evaluations is to measure the impact a program had by assessing the amount of behavior change in program participants (Boone, Safrit, & Jones, 2002).

Methodology
Prior to attending the social media training workshop, the 14 participants were emailed a brief questionnaire to complete regarding their current use of social media tools for their businesses or farms. Participants were asked to report specifically on their use of Facebook, for both personal and business use, Twitter, blogs, websites, and other social media tools used to market, sell, or advertise their farms, products and/or services. Three months after the social media training workshop was conducted, researchers investigated each participant’s use of social media tools by conducting a web search for each participant and their farm or business. Social media use observed by the researchers was recorded and compared to the self-reported use provided by participants prior to the workshop. This comparison allowed the researchers to observe any changes in social media use by the participants following their social media training. 

Results
A comparison of the pre- and post-workshop social media usage by the participants showed that an overall increase occurred following the social media training provided by the researchers. Table 1 shows a comparison of the pre- and post-workshop results. 

	Table 1
Comparison of Participant Social Media Use Pre- and Post-Training Workshop

	Social Media Tool Utilized By Participants  
	
Prior to Workshop
	
Following Workshop

	Facebook for Personal Use
	6
	11

	Facebook for Business Use
	4
	9

	Twitter
	2
	4

	Blog
	1
	1

	Website
	4
	7

	Other
	1
	3


Note. Other social media utilized by participants included Pinterest, YouTube, and external websites that listed their operation as part of a larger network. 
Conclusions
Overall, participants’ use of social media tools following the training workshop increased. Although it cannot be definitely determined that workshop participation influenced or caused the changes in social media activity seen in these participants, their attendance and participation in the workshop likely had an impact on their knowledge and skills related to social media tools and led to an increase in their social media usage. Participants were open to new ideas and eager to learn, so the researcher can assume the workshop had an influence on their social media use. Participants were very interested in using Facebook, and the increase in use is indicative of that excitement. They were, however, not very receptive to Twitter or blogging, as evidenced in the numbers following the workshop.

Implications/Recommendations/Impacts
Understanding the effectiveness of the social media trainings provided to farmers and ranchers wishing to market their business, products, and/or services can help researchers better design, develop and conduct workshops of this nature in the future. By providing more effective social media trainings to this audience, beginning farmers and ranchers will be better equipped to implement the use of social media tools for use with their farms and businesses. As Nelson and Trede (2004) suggested, providing trainings on innovative media tools can help influence agriculturalists to adopt their use to benefit their farming operation. 

Future evaluations should be conducted on upcoming workshops to provide more insight on their influence and effectiveness. Additionally, more formal evaluations could help researchers determine the actual causes of the increased usage seen following the workshops. One recommendation the researchers would suggest for future workshops would be to start with blogging rather than Facebook. Since many participants already utilized Facebook, greater attention should be given to an area they are unfamiliar with or are not already using, such as blogs. 
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