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An assessment of extension needs: Communication in action

The role of extension as described by Rogers (2003), involves forming a bridge between the scientific and practical worlds. The importance of this role has intensified as Americans have moved away from the farm. Farm resident populations fell from 30% in 1920 to less than 2% today (Doerfert, 1011). As a result of this movement, current agricultural policy reflects the opinions of 98% of the public who has little or no direct knowledge of the farm or agricultural needs (Doerfert, 2011). Historically, extension has proudly fulfilled the role as change agent and purveyor of agricultural information to the public (Ladewig & Rohs, 2000; Scheer, Harder, & Place, 2011). However in today’s fast-paced world, staying up-to-date on rapidly changing and pertinent information is more important and more challenging than ever (Harder, Lamm, & Strong, 2009; Harder, Mashburn, & Benge, 2009). In order for extension agents to continue to fulfill this role, it is imperative they remain well informed. 
Boyle and Mulcahy (1993) argued that in today’s environment, extension should expand beyond the traditional function to encompass public issues education as a pathway that can provide political support to keep extensions’ role relevant. The National Research Agenda, Priority Area 1 seeks to provide consumers and policy makers with an “accurate understanding of and informed opinions about agriculture and natural resources” (Doerfert, 2011). In an effort to support this priority, this study sought to examine how extension agents stay informed of issues regarding agriculture and natural resources and the type of training they require in order to understand these issues.  

Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework of this study is based on public issues education. Dale and Hahn (1994) defined a public issue as “a matter of widespread [public] concern.” Public issues often start as private issues, but become public when one party involves outside agencies or gains widespread public support. While most concerns are related to an identifiable problem, others may be the result of perceptions or arise from inaccurate information (Patton & Blaine, 2001). 
When a public issue has a known source and recognized possible solutions, an answer may be less difficult. Yet, when these issues arise from unclear problems and have no known, agreed upon solutions, the process of resolving them become more problematic. These “wicked problems” create situations where public input is often confrontational, causing leaders to avoid solicitation of public opinions (Rittel & Webber, 1973). 

Methods
This study used eight in-depth interviews with extension educators located throughout [state] that were purposively identified as representatives of extension initiatives, and therefore the state system. A team of researchers created a semi-structured interview guide for use in the interviews. Questions within the interview guide focused on identifying current issues and methods used to understand issues. Interviews were transcribed and coded by the team. Each participant was assigned a pseudonym for clarity and confidentiality. Coding was then reviewed by a separate researcher to ensure transferability of the results. 

Results
When discussing how extension educators stayed informed on issues facing agriculture and natural resources, the participants discussed using conversations with their clientele and the general public, university and extension resources, and scholarly sources and conferences. 
	Emphasizing the role clientele and the public play on keeping extension educators informed on issues facing agriculture and natural resources Bill said, 
I attend a number of meetings with a number of groups: farm bureaus, the local water district, the county cattlemen association... One is to understand their issues, but also to help them understand things that are going on that will affect them.
	Discussing the role of university resources on staying informed on agriculture and natural resources issues Sally said, “The best source, we do get a lot of emails, emails from the university that keep us fairly updated with hot topics.”	
Participant discussion of on-going training needs centered primarily on marketing, promotion, and communications. Market and promotion of both extension needs as well as those of producers were highlighted clearly by Joan,
I guess one of the things we struggle a lot with is marketing and promotion. It’s challenging to do a good job of telling our story when you really haven’t had any training in what is the best way to market not only the educational programs we do, but the services we provide. We are being asked by farmers to help us tell their story when many of our agents never had training in writing for news and media publications and doing promotions in marketing.
Sandy believed the need for communications training was based on, “Most extension agents are not hired with a communications background. They are hired with a subject matter expertise.”

Conclusions/Recommendations
Extension must stay thoroughly informed on current issues facing agriculture and the public today to fulfil their role as a bridge between science and today’s world where most are separated from the farm (Doerfert, 1011). This study highlighted the extensive roles that personal communications between extension educators and clientele, university resources and scholarly publications hold in keeping personnel informed of current issues facing clients. Additionally, the personal communications allows educators to discover client opinions on these issues. Extension must keep their finger on the pulse of the community they serve in order to effectively understand the needs and opinions to aid formation of public policy, (Boyle and Mulcahy, 1993). Participants also requested additional support involving marketing, promotion and various topics to improve communications.  
Based on the results of this study extension should place priority on providing communication training to extension educators. Participants specifically mentioned that more training in marketing and communications was needed. Such training will allow for better marketing and communications of extension programs as well as better assistance to clientele with issues involving marketing or products and public issues. Special attention should be given to training on communication involving conflict or heightened emotional issues as extension educators face strong but differing opinions or opinions formed without factual information. Future research should be conducted to determine the optimal training methods to provide communications training to extension educators. Further studies should be conducted to examine communications barriers that educators face when attempting to address the issues with different audiences. 
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