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Introduction
Extension agent’s role in bridging the gap between land grant universities and the public has focused on providing invaluable knowledge to the public through agriculture, family and consumer sciences, 4-H youth development, and community development for the last century (Benge, Harder, & Carter, 2011; Warner, Hinrichs, Schneyer, & Joyce, 1998). However, agents’ roles have changed to accommodate the complex needs of the public; agents are finding themselves in problem solving roles (Warner et al., 1998). In particular, Extension agents are becoming increasingly involved in handling contentious issues (Patton & Blaine, 2001). Agents are finding it difficult to address these issues within communities, as many are surrounded by emotional and explosive attitudes (Goodwin, 1993; Welch & Braunworth, 2010). While agent’s involvement in addressing these contentious issues may not be by choice, they are meeting their clientele needs by either facilitating these conversations (moderating method) or providing clientele with information so they may consider all perspective of a contentious issue (contrasting viewpoints method) (Goodwin, 1993; Schumaker & Lloyd, 1997). In an effort to address these issues for clientele, Extension agent’s time is being constrained as they attempt to find credible information through the various mediums available (Bailey, Hill, & Arnold 2014; Conglose, 2000). Bailey et al. (2014) found Extension agents primarily use the Internet to seek out information for clientele but associated less credibility with this source. Conversely, agents associated the most credibility with Extension publications, research journals, and university specialist. Extension agents believed trustworthiness and quality were the most important factors when seeking out information, but also the most challenging (Bailey et al., 2014; Brain, Irani, Hodges, & Fuhrman, 2009). With time as a main constraint, Extension agents struggle to find credible and trustworthy information to serve their clientele as contentious issues arise (Bailey et al., 2014), while they also attempt to prevent burnout and stress as they balance their family life (Ensle, 2005). Therefore, in accordance with the national research agenda priority two, New technologies, Practices and Products Adoption Decisions (Doerfert, 2011), the purpose of this study was to assess Extensions agents’ attitudes and the challenges they face when communicating about contentious issues.
Conceptual Framework
The human communication process between individuals focuses on three primary types of communication: expressive, accidental, and rhetorical (Stone, Singletary, & Richmond, 1999). Expressive communication involves messaging that encompasses emotions and the well-being or feelings of others. Accidental communication is usually a result of poor planning and includes unintentional messages being delivered. Rhetorical communication is a persuasive technique that is intentional and goal oriented (Stone et al., 1999). Extension agents regularly communicate rhetorically to persuade clientele to adopt new ideas and knowledge (Conglose, 2000). The emotional nature of contentious issues results in expressive dialogue where escalation can result in blame being shifted to others (Goodwin, 1993; Welch & Braunworth, 2010). Disaster prevention and trust building can result if situations are addressed properly (Telg & Irani, 2012). Discussions surrounding controversial issues must be organized and planned to prevent discussions from intensifying and resulting in chaos (Schumaker & Lloyd, 1997). 
Methods
There were a total of 125 [State] Extension agents that responded to an online survey to assess attitudes and challenges ensued when communicating about contentious issues. A panel of experts reviewed the survey instrument to ensure content validity (Ary, Jacobs, & Sorensen, 2010). Respondents’ attitudes were collected using a bi-polar semantic differential scale with six items. The challenges agents faced when communicating about contentious issues was collected via an 11-item check all that apply question. The data were analyzed using SPSS  22 statistical software. Descriptive analyses were calculated to determine [State] Extension agent’s attitude and the challenges faced when communicating about contentious issues. 
Results
Overall, [State] Extension agents believed communicating about contentious agricultural and natural resource issues were important (M = 4.52, SD = .73), essential (M = 4.30, SD = .85), and meaningful (M = 4.21, SD = .72). However, they felt that communicating about these issues was also difficult (M = 2.66, SD = 1.03). Out of the 11 items assessing the challenges Extension agents face when communicating about contentious issues, respondents believed that availability of false or misleading information (n = 104, 83.2%), and complexity of issues (n = 104, 83.2%) were the most challenging obstacles. Language barriers (n = 25, 20%) and lack of clientele trust (n = 29, 23.2%) were the least perceived challenges when communicating about contentious issues with clientele.
Discussion/Recommendations
Respondents in this study believed communicating about contentious issues was important, essential, and meaningful. These findings exemplify the relationships Extension agents build with their clientele as they strive to enhance the well being of individuals, families and communities (Warner et al., 1998). Contentious issue conversations matter because the expressive nature of contentious issues are emotional and affect the people they work so hard for—agents genuinely care about their clientele (Stone et al., 1999; Welch & Braunworth, 2010). However, respondents also believed communicating about contentious issues was difficult. The explosive nature of these conversations comprises an unpleasant environment that causes agents to lose enthusiasm to facilitate them, which can result in stress and burnout (Enge et al., 2011; Ensle, 2005). These findings could contribute to the increased turnover Extension systems are experiencing. Respondents in this study reported availability of false or misleading information and the complexity of issues were the most challenging obstacles faced when communicating about contentious issues. These findings amplify the difficult tasks Extension agents are facing as they vigorously search for trustworthy and quality information to provide their clientele (Bailey et al., 2014). The complexities of these issues, and difficulty in locating reliable information, stresses the need for land grant universities to improve informational practices and continue research to aid Extension agents. As Extension agents bridge the gap between universities and the public, universities must find a more reliable and efficient system to provide information to agents so they are able to better serve communities. The reliance on the Internet to disperse information has resulted in an excessive amount of less credible information reaching Extension agents. Additionally, future research should be guided to help answer some of the questions surrounding contentious issues so agents are better prepared to deal with these conversations as they arise. The human communication process reinforces the need for Extension agents to utilize rhetorical communication, control expressive communication, and prevent accidental communication when addressing contentious issues. When situations go wrong, how these problems are addressed can mean the difference between disaster prevention and trust building, and a crisis developing (Telg & Irani, 2012). Future research should focus on better understanding how Extension agents are utilizing the human communication process as they communicate about contentious issues.
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