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Introduction
The evolution of interactive, social, and self-publishing media on the Web has irrevocably changed the way we communicate (Allen, Abrams, Meyers & Shultz, 2010). Social media sites are impacting communication and the way that organizations and publics operate and connect with audiences. These platforms allow for a two-way conversation to be facilitated through direct channels of communication between businesses, organizations and their publics. Social media tools can be beneficial because “they provide a cost-free forum for the expression of ideas, information and opinion” (Wright & Hinson, 2009). Furthermore, “they [social media outlets] increase the immediacy of communication and offer platforms for public opinion on various issues” (Wright & Hinson, 2009). 
Beyond the social media outlets, a component that is also beneficial is a “hashtag” (#).  A hashtag is a keyword, and when people search for a keyword, all tweets or posts with the “#” ahead of it will pop up (Paulson, 2009). The use of hashtags on [social media] allows for information organization and makes topics more searchable (Cameron, 2009).  Many event organizers are utilizing hashtags; without many attendees knowing each other at an event, it is simple to aggregate their tweets. In order to join a community’s discussion about a topic or to participate within [an event] it is sufficient to tag one’s messages with the official hashtag of an event. It becomes easier to share ideas, impressions, comments and additional materials (Ebner, Mühlburger, Schaffert, Schiefner, Reinhardt & Wheeler, 2010). Event attendees and participants can search for tweets within the event hashtag and are able to follow the ongoing microblogging stream from the event.

How It Works
Agricultural communications students at [University] are required to take Professional Development in Agricultural Communications. The course focuses on career and internship preparation as well as event planning and execution. In the event planning portion of the course, students plan and execute an event within one semester for an organization with a need for a professionally planned event. For one of the events, students planned a Farm Bill forum for local agriculture producers and businesses. The forum featured four experts guest speakers that had extensive knowledge about the farm bill, and was a way to bring multiple agricultural and business interest groups together to learn more about a complex issue.  Local agricultural producers and businesses, students in the course, university employees, local media, and others with an interest in the farm bill attended.  Attendees and participants were encouraged to interact during the forum by posting on Twitter, Facebook or Instagram with the forum-specific hashtag. The students and instructor in the course that organized the forum were sharing the information from the speakers to the event’s Twitter and Facebook accounts. Audience members also participated.
One of the goals of the National Research Agenda (Priority Area 2) is to increase the use of new technologies and social networking for communication to target audiences (Doerfert, 2011, p.17). The event organizers’ goal was to increase the visibility of the university, the outreach of the College of Agriculture and Natural Resources, and to increase audience reach by encouraging and reminding attendees to use the designated hashtag. [University] Department of Agricultural Communications partnered with the College of Media and Communications, which has a social media analysis lab to analyze the posts during the event. The social media monitoring system, Hoot Suite Enterprise, ran analytic reports one week after the event.  The analytics provided Twitter retweets, mentions, sentiment, and keywords for the event hashtag, as well as the Facebook daily likes, page activity, post feedback and reach by region.

Results to Date
The hashtag was used 269 times, the organization’s handle, or “@” followed by the organization’s name, was mentioned 14 times, and the Facebook posts had a total of 11 shares throughout the day.  The sentiment for the event was positive (see Figure 1). 
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Future Plans
Students enrolled in the class have planned one other issue forum, but it did not have the audience size nor the social media following as the farm bill forum.  Plans for the Spring 2016 course include another forum for students to organize, and use of an event hashtag and an active social media presence from all students involved will be required. The event hashtag extended the reach of the forum to those who could not attend.  Future event hashtags will be promoted well in advance, and students will be required submit a social media plan with posts beginning several weeks before the event to increase attendance and posts during the event to reach audiences not in attendance. 
Costs/Resources 
The costs incurred for this event were very minimal. Forum presenters, venue rental, and refreshments cost less than $500. This event was funded through a USDA Non Land Grant Colleges of Agriculture Capacity Building grant.  Social media planning and posting did not cost money; however, time was invested by students and the instructor to ensure proper execution.  
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