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Identifying Extension Agents Perceived Level of Importance of Leadership Skills in [State]

Introduction/need for research

Most employers and organizations, including Extension would agree that leadership skills are desirable for employees (Moore & Rudd, 2005). Extension agents are looked to as leaders in their communities and are expected to play a significant role in carrying out the service component of the land grant mission. Therefore, agents should be mindful of specific leadership skills that play a vital role in their efforts to serve as leaders in their communities. In order to be successful, Cooperative Extension needs to identify which leadership skills are perceived to be important for the development of highly qualified agents (Cooper & Graham, 2001). This study aligns with the National Research Agenda for agricultural education priority 6- “Vibrant, Resilient Communities” that has a key outcome of having “effective leaders and engaged citizens who ensure high quality educational and career development opportunities for youth and adults” (Doerfert, 2011 p.27).

Conceptual or theoretical framework

The foundation of this study identified Extension agents perceived level of importance of leadership skills. At this point few studies have examined the leadership skills or needs within the Extension Service (Boyd, 2004; Cooper & Graham, 200; Moore & Rudd, 2004) and none have explored the importance of leadership skills as perceived by agents. Before trainings can be developed to improve the leadership skills of agents the profession must discover which leadership skills are most important to the agents and which skills help them perform most effectively.

Methodology

The researchers performed a comprehensive review of literature on leadership–related competencies; 47 were found to be most critical as agreed by an expert panel. Competencies were grouped into the following seven categories/constructs with the associated number of items/skills comprising each construct in parentheses: communication (4 skills), developing leaders (6 skills), management (8 skills), personal development (10 skills), strategic/planning (8 skills) teamwork (6 skills), and volunteer (5 skills).

The questionnaire was created using Qualtrics and shared with an expert panel to examine the instrument for face and content validity. Suggestions of the expert panel were taken into account and the instrument was revised. The revised instrument was electronically sent to all extension professional in [state] using a census sampling method (N=329) via Qualtrics. Extension professionals were asked to respond to basic demographic and descriptive questions. The Tailored Design Method was followed (Dillman et al., 2009) and 261 agents responded (79% response rate). There were 226 completed instruments in entirety and no significant differences were found between early and late responders (Lindner, Murphy, & Briers, 2001).



Results/findings

[bookmark: _GoBack]The demographic makeup of Extension agents and their perceived importance of leadership skills are shown in this section. The likert scale used for importance of the skill was 1=No Importance, 2=Below Average Importance, 3=Average Importance, 4=Above Average Importance, 5=Utmost Importance.  

The participants in the research were predominantly female (59.7%) and mostly comprised of Agriculture & Natural Resource (38%) and 4-H Youth Development (36%) agents.  There was even representation of early and mid-career agents with a heavier emphasis on veteran agents (44.9%) with over 16 years of experience.  Seventy percent of the participants had a Master’s degree.

The participants responded that the five most important skills were exhibit honesty (M = 4.71, SD = 0.56), demonstrate appropriate behavior (M = 4.70, SD = 0.54, model integrity (M = 4.64, SD = 0.57), exhibit a positive attitude (M = 4.61, SD = 0.53), and build relationships with community (M = 4.57, SD = 0.58).  The five least important skills were show empathy (M = 4.00, SD = 0.73), identify talent (M = 3.94, SD = 0.74), serve as a coach (M = 3.89, SD = 0.80), show courage (M = 3.83, SD = 0.83), and negotiate (M = 3.76, SD = 0.79).

Conclusions

Extension agents rated the 47 leadership related competencies and the five that emerged as most important by agents are exhibit honesty, demonstrate appropriate behavior, model integrity, exhibit a positive attitude, and build relationships with community. As previously mentioned a prior study of this nature has not been conducted with extension agents. Therefore, the researchers are unable to make comparisons as to what extension agents in other states would suggest as the most important leadership skills.  However, it is worth noting that the work of Kouzes and Posner (2007), which examined thousands of business and government executives yielded results that said being honest is the most admired trait of leaders. The findings of this study provide a foundation for further research and a starting point for curriculum development and inservice training for agents in [state].

Implications/recommendations/impact on profession

Identifying the leadership skills that extension agents perceive as important is a foundational component needed to improve the leadership skills and abilities of agents and the Cooperative Extension Service as a whole. The findings of this study give extension professionals a starting point that can assist with the creating curricula and training that's will lead to the development of highly qualified agents. This study also provides a baseline for further research. Additional quantitative studies should be conducted in other states and regions to determine which leadership skills are most important to their agents. Studies should also examine if demographic variables such as years of experience, education level, type of agent, etc. impact which leadership skills are perceived as important. Qualitative studies would also be beneficial to further examine why the agents perceive certain leadership skills as important and how such leadership skills can be used to improve their effectiveness as agents. 
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