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The Exploration of Social Media as a Media Relations Tool for Agricultural Organizations 
Introduction
Social media has become widely adopted among individuals, businesses, and organizations as a means of communication and has changed the manner in which information is sent and received (Varner, 2012).  As one of the nation’s most important industries, the agricultural industry has also adopted social media to communicate with consumers and the public (White, Meyers, Doerfert, & Irlbeck, 2014). Though there is a shift from print media to digital media, the traditional news media remains important to the agricultural industry because most individuals receive information about agriculture from sources such as newspapers and television. 
As [State]s largest economic contributor (STATE Farm Bureau Federation, 2015), the agricultural industry must effectively and positively impact the news media to communicate truthful and accurate information to the public. Previous studies have examined why social media is being adopted and how it is being used, but there is little literature exploring social media’s use as a media relations tool for the agricultural industry. A study exploring this topic could benefit agricultural organizations and future research by guiding the development of effective social media practices to communicate with and impact news media coverage of the agricultural industry. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to examine how agricultural organizations in [State] communicate via social media, how central [State] news media reports on the agricultural industry, and how the messages communicated via social media influence central [State’s] media sources. 
Theoretical Foundation
The study is grounded in the agenda-setting theory, uses and gratifications theory (U&G), and previous social media studies. The agenda-setting theory examines the relationship between the mass media and public opinion and was used in this study to determine how agricultural organizations and news media framed the messages and articles collected in this study (Merilainen & Vos, 2011). U&G theory examines how and why individuals select certain mediums to fulfill their needs and the gratifications they receive (Papcharissi, 2008). Previous agriculture-related studies found that agricultural communicators are using and returning to agricultural media because it is friendly and convenient but it limit their ability to communicate with the mainstream media (Ruth-McSwain, 2008). 
Methods
A mixed-method approach was used with an emphasis on qualitative content analysis. Data was collected from seven [State] agricultural organizations’ Facebook pages and four central [State] print and television news sources for 30 days (preceding and following the annual Farm Science Review). The data was recorded with individualized coding sheets and then analyzed to determine means, frequencies, and emerging themes via open coding. The reliability for this study was determined by using inter-coder reliability performed by two coders. Krippendorff’s alpha was calculated (α = .976) and deemed acceptable. 

Findings
The researchers collected 140 Facebook posts. The social media analysis for this study determined that [State] agricultural commodity organizations use social media, but not to communicate with the news media. Several emerging themes determined including (1) Recipes and Food (n=31), (2) Farm and Agricultural Stories (n=30), (3) Events (n=21), (4) Education and Programs (n=13), (5) General Agricultural Promotion (n=12), (6) Leadership and Professional Development (n=11), (7) Awards and Recognition (n=7), (8) Job and Internship Postings (n=6), (9) Political (n=5), and (10) Water Quality (n=4). The means and frequencies were also calculated for the number of likes, shares, images, and links for each social media theme.  

The news media analysis determined that the agricultural industry is receiving limited coverage, with only 18 articles found during the data collection. Emerging themes were also determined for the news media analysis and included: (1) Water Quality (n=7), (2) Organic Food and Food Products (n=3), (3) Animal Welfare and Safety (n=3), (4) Agriculture and Science (n=2), (5) Disaster and Tragedy (n=2), and (6) Non-Direct Mention of Agriculture (n=2). The means and frequencies were calculated for the number of sources, images, and agricultural organizations mentioned. Water quality was the only common theme between the social media and news media analysis and it was unable to be determined if the Facebook content had an influence on the news media coverage. 

Conclusions
This study supported previous literature that the agricultural industry continues to use social media to agvocate and communicate messages to consumers (Payn-Knoper, 2009). Based on the limited population of news media stories covering agriculture, the study also supported existing studies that found that the agricultural industry receives limited coverage by the news media (New Agriculturalist, 2009). Themes that emerged from the social media analysis indicated topics or issues that agricultural organizations believe to be important. The comparative analysis of the social media and news media content determined that there was no direct influence on the news media by agricultural organizations’ Facebook content. Though no direct influence was found, one common story emerged that was positively framed in both the Facebook posts and news articles. This example suggests that if the news media personnel are provided the proper resources and contacts, there is potential for the agricultural industry to receive positively framed news media coverage supported by credible sources. Overall, this study builds a solid literature and research-based foundation of past and current social media as a media relations tool. This study aids in the generation of future research questions and guidance for the development of effective media relations strategies by agricultural communicators. 

Implications for Research and Practitioners
By communicating the results of this study with agricultural organizations and researchers, further research and effective social media strategies can be developed to guide the future of social media as a media relations tool. Future research stemming from this study should include topics such as how journalists are retrieving agricultural information and sources; the use of other social networking sites (SNS), such as Twitter and blogs, as media relations tools; and a network analysis of agricultural organization’s SNS profiles to determine the reach and exposure of messages being distributed by agricultural communicators. Agricultural communicators could use this study to guide and further develop their media relations practices, such as message development, intent of content, and communication medium selection. The results of this study will also benefit agricultural communication educators by bringing awareness to the knowledge and skills that future practitioners and educators need to develop. Researchers and practitioners need to expand upon the findings in this study in order to further develop effective media relations practices, which in turn will benefit the overall perception of the agricultural industry by the public. 
References

New Agriculturalist. (2009 Nov.). Role of the Media in Agricultural Development. Retrieved 


from http://www.new-ag.info/en/pov/views.php?a=1031
Meriläinen, N., & Vos, M. (2011, Oct. 11). Human rights organizations and online agenda setting.  
Corporate Communications: an International Journal, 16(4), 293-310.

Ohio Farm Bureau Federation. (2015a). Agricultural FAQ. Retrieved from 


http://ofbf.org/education-and-reference/faq/

Papacharissi, Z. (2008). Uses and Gratifications. An Integrated Approach to 

Communication Theory and Research. Michael Salwen, Don Stacks (Eds.), 

Lawrence Erlbaum. 

Payn-Knoper, M. (2009, June 10). Twitter’s business value to agriculture. Message   

posted to http://causematters.wordpress.com/2009/06/10/twitters-business-value-to-agriculture

Ruth-McSwain, A. (2008). Penchant for Print: Media Strategies in Communicating 


Agricultural Information. Journal of Applied Communications, 92(3-4). 

Varner, J. (2012). Agriculture and Social Media. Retrieved from http://msucares.com/pubs/infosheets/is1946.pdf
White, D., Meyers, C., Doerfert, D., & Irlbeck, E. (Eds.). (2014). Proceedings from ACE 

  
 ’14: Exploring Agriculturalists’ Use of Social Media for Agricultural Marketing. 

    
Portland, OR. 


3

