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Understanding how Cognitive Style Influences Opinion Leader Team Dynamics When Addressing Agricultural Issues
Introduction
Agricultural and natural resources (ANR) opinion leaders play an important role in influencing the public (Rogers, 2003) when debates exist regarding the issues important to agriculture (Lamm, Lamm, & Carter, 2014). For this reason, ANR opinion leaders must present a cohesive front that reflects research-based knowledge about ANR issues (Edwards & Briers, 2000; Lamm et al., 2014). Agricultural leadership programs can teach ANR leadership participants how to drive the media and political agenda by teaching them how to work in groups with people that may differ from them (Boone, 1990; Cano & Martinez, 1991; Gokhale, 1995; Phipps, Osborne, Dyer, & Ball, 2008). This study examines how cognitive style influences the agenda building process when ANR opinion leaders are working in teams around a prevalent ANR issue informing future agricultural leadership education practices.
Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework for this study is based on both Agenda Setting Theory (McCombs & Shaw, 1970) and Adaption-Innovation Theory (A-I Theory; Kirton, 1976). Agenda-setting theory refers to the influence the media has on what the public views as important where the media has the capacity to disperse news that directly influences public opinion (McCombs, 1994). Part of agenda setting theory is the identification and influence of important stories and debates to be covered (Bardes & Oldendick, 2012; Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007) largely influenced by opinion leaders within a community (Rogers, 2003). Therefore, should a group of ANR opinion leaders, representing multiple communities, band together they can have an enormous amount of influence on setting the agenda. However, they must be able to agree on approach and message to constitute a united front (McCombs, 1997).
	A-I Theory (Kirton, 1976, 2003) suggests individuals approach problems from different perspectives using a cognitive style or “preferred way in which people respond to and seek to bring about change” (p. 43). More specifically, A-I Theory (Kirton, 2003) divides individuals into cognitive styles on a continuum between adaption and innovation. Individuals exhibiting an adaptive tendency (adaptors) prefer more structure, while those exhibiting an innovative tendency (innovators) prefer less organization when making decisions (Kirton, 2003). Research has shown cognitive style influences the way groups of people work together implying that it could have an impact on how a group of ANR opinion leaders work collaboratively to reach consensus when striving to drive the agenda around critical ANR issues (Lamm et al., 2012). 
Purpose & Objectives
The purpose of this study was to examine how grouping ANR opinion leaders based on cognitive style can influence their ability to work collectively while setting an agenda. The following research questions were used to guide this study: (a) How do groups experience building an agenda when cognitive styles are similar? and (b) How do groups experience building an agenda when cognitive styles are mixed?	
Methods
[bookmark: _GoBack]Twenty-nine participants in an ANR leadership development program, identified as emerging ANR opinion leaders, were selected. During one of the eleven sessions, participants went through an experience designed to teach them about the agenda-building process. Participants learned how to build an agenda around a significant issue, identified by the group, they would use when meeting with decision makers in Washington D.C. Prior to the experience, the participants took the Kirton Adaption-Innovation Inventory (KAI; Kirton, 2003), a previously tested and reliable scale designed to determine cognitive style between adaption and innovation (e.g. Kirton, 2003; Stum, 2009). The participants scores ranged from 61 to 137, with 13 considered adaptors and 14 considered innovators. Without their knowledge, participants were evenly distributed into six homogenous innovator or adaptor groups (three of each). Groups were given two hours to build an agenda around a specific issue. The six small groups were then paired to form three large heterogeneous groups and asked to come to consensus. The participants mimicked real life scenarios where they dealt with like-minded individuals, followed by mixing with those that approach issues differently. At the conclusion, the participants were given worksheets to reflect on their experience both in the homogenous groups and the heterogeneous groups. Responses were coded by participant problem solving style and grouped to protect their identity. Thematic analysis was conducted on the open-ended responses with themes allowed to emerge. Peer debriefing and tracking logs were kept to ensure transferability. 
Results
	Four themes emerged, two from the homogenous reflections (informative and overwhelming) and two from the heterogeneous reflections (difficulty coming to consensus and eliminating great ideas). Adaptor groups mentioned that, “working in small groups was helpful and informative.” One participant said it “forced us to drill down the issue and attack it question by question made the whole exercise more approachable.” However, participants in the innovative groups thought the task was difficult stating, “It was a little overwhelming, picking a single issue was difficult. With so many different options, picking one felt like throwing darts and picking the answer based on where the dart landed.”  When examining the reflections from the heterogeneous groups, participants expressed they had problems interacting. One stated their group had a “lack of ability to define one single issue,” and had to “broaden the scope of the issue to gain consensus.” Another stated an “alternative view of agenda setting compromise was necessary.” While able to complete the task, many participants felt frustrated because they “had to skip several great ideas to concentrate on one that most fit the achievable goal.”
Conclusions
These results from the adaptor homogenous groups are comparable to what previous research has indicated about homogeneous groups collaborating and working efficiently (Kirton, 2003; Lamm et al., 2012). In contrast, the innovative homogenous groups were more apprehensive about the process and had more complaints about the time and effort needed. A compelling finding was the influence of problem solving style on personal experience. Several expressed how purposefully their efforts had to be and the need to be forceful when promoting ideas in the heterogeneous groups. These results represent what previous literature has predicted, homogeneous groups merged into heterogeneous groups result in different outcomes as an outcome of different problem-solving styles (Kirton, 2003).
Implications/ Recommendations
          The findings imply that cognitive style does matter when opinion leaders are working collaboratively to build an agenda around a critical ANR issue. To further strengthen abilities, educators can provide workshops that allow ANR opinion leaders to practice working with individuals that have similar and different cognitive styles from their own to hone their skills. Future programs may want to designate a lead decision maker within the homogenous and heterogeneous groups. This individual could serve as the group liaison to make final decisions based on the conversations within the group. Research examining how group dynamics shift when differences in lead decision makers cognitive style interacts with other group members
could further inform the impact of a lead opinion leader within an environment. 
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