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Influencing Change: Agricultural Producers’ Use of the Texas Alliance for
 Water Conservation’s Communication Efforts

Introduction/Need for Research 

Agriculture is a vital part of the Texas High Plains economy generating a value of crops and livestock that exceeds $5.6 billion (TAWC, n.d.a).  However, the region heavily relies upon the exhaustible Ogallala aquifer for irrigation water, which is a finite resource (TAWC, n.d.a).  In response to the growing need to extend the life of the Ogallala aquifer, the Texas Alliance for Water Conservation (TAWC) project was established in 2005 (TAWC, n.d.b).  The TAWC is a partnership of agriculture producers, industries, universities, and government agencies with the mission to conserve water by collaborating “to identify those agricultural production practices and technologies that, when integrated across farms and landscapes, will reduce the depletion of groundwater while maintaining or improving agricultural production and economic opportunities” (TAWC, n.d., para. 1).  The project uses on-farm demonstrations of cropping and livestock systems to collect data then disseminates that information through outreach efforts (TAWC, 2013). The TAWC hosts multiple events such as field days during which producers visit the demonstration sites and attend presentations related to its mission. Additionally, the TAWC provides information through its website, Facebook page, publications, radio program, and more (TAWC, 2013).  Priority five of the National Research Agenda (Doerfert, 2011) emphasizes the importance of providing accurate and reliable data that describes the impact of outreach efforts for decision makers. The purpose of this study was to examine agricultural producers’ use of TAWC’s communication efforts to obtain information about the project and various water conservation techniques.  This information could then be used to make decisions regarding their agricultural production practices.  

Conceptual Framework

This study draws upon the concept of social marketing, which is concerned with “(a) influencing behaviors, (b) utilizing a systematic planning process that applies marketing principles and techniques, (c) focusing on priority target audiences segments, and (d) delivering a positive benefit for society” (Lee & Kotler, 2011, p. 7).  For the TAWC to influence the water management behaviors of the region’s agricultural producers, Lee and Kotler (2011) assert the organization has to rely on an integrated media mix comprised of both traditional (personal selling, radio, brochures, etc.) and non-traditional communication channels (interactive Web sites, Facebook pages, Twitter, etc.).  The mix must be thoughtfully selected in order to effectively meet the needs of the target audience (Lee & Kotler, 2011). 

Methodology

This study followed a quantitative survey research design to collect data from agricultural producers attending the TAWC Water College January 21, 2015.  The researcher-developed instrument contained four sections: TAWC involvement, water management practices, water management strategy adoption, demographics and operation characteristics.  A 5-point Likert-type scale was used to measure familiarity with TAWC and awareness of water conservation options and techniques (1 = not at all, 5 = extremely).  Upon approval from the Institutional Review Board, 62 questionnaires were distributed to attendees of the TAWC event.  Thirty-three respondents provided sufficient data for analysis.  Most respondents were male (n = 28, 84.8%) and the average age was 56 years old.  The producers represented 21 Texas counties and one New Mexico county. Data from the questionnaires were entered in an Excel file that was then opened in SPSS 18.0 for data analysis. Frequencies, descriptives, and independent t-tests were used to interpret the data.  

Results/Findings

Eleven of the respondents (33.3%) said they felt somewhat familiar with the TAWC project while 12 (36.4%) were either moderately or extremely familiar with the project.  Over 50% (n = 18, 54.5%) reported previously attending a TAWC activity.  Summer field days were identified as the most attended activity (n = 12, 36.4%) followed by winter meetings (n = 11, 33.3%), field walks (n = 10, 30.3%) and the farm show booth (n = 10, 30.3%).  More than 70% (n = 24, 72.7%) were also engaged with the TAWC as they sought information about the project from non-event resources. The most commonly used source was the project’s website (n = 19, 57.6%), followed by TAWC publications (n = 8, 24.2%), the TAWC Field Talk radio program (n = 7, 21.2%), the TAWC Facebook page (n = 7, 21.2%), a member in the project (n = 6, 18.2%), and a producer not in the project (n = 5, 15.2%).  Nearly 40% (n = 13, 39.4%) said they are moderately aware of water conservation options and techniques while 30.3% (n = 10) were somewhat aware.   There was a statistically significant difference in respondents’ awareness of water conservation options and techniques for TAWC members (M = 4.08) and non-members (M = 3.11); t(28) =     -3.03, p = .005. 
Conclusions

Irrigated agriculture is crucial on the Texas High Plains (TAWC, n.d.a ), but efforts are needed to extend the life of the Ogallala aquifer.  TAWC’s mission is to provide research-based solutions for effective water management.  The majority of respondents who attended the TAWC Water College were somewhat to extremely familiar with the project and had previously attended a TAWC activity.  Even more had used other TAWC communication efforts to learn more about the project.  Respondents indicated a moderate level of awareness regarding water conservation options and techniques.  It was found that members of the project had more awareness with these strategies than non-members.  

Implications/Recommendations/Impact on Profession

As Lee and Kotler (2011) noted, successful social marketing campaigns rely on the use of multiple communication channels that meet the needs of the target audience. Involvement with the TAWC in the form of project membership, event attendance, and information resources does enhance awareness of various water conservation techniques. This implies that increasing producer engagement with the TAWC will further improve producers’ awareness of water conservation. The research also illustrates that producers’ prefer to obtain information about the TAWC through its website, but multiple communication channels were being used.  It is recommended that the TAWC keep the website a top priority in its outreach efforts, but continue to provide face-to-face workshops and social media content.  Additional research is needed to further evaluate the TAWC’s communication efforts.
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