

Reporting Nonresponse in the Journal of Agricultural Education

Introduction
The research conducted in agricultural education has been criticized for lacking rigorous scholarly methodologies (Fuhrman & Ladewig, 2008). A majority of the research published in
the Journal of Agricultural Education can be classified as quantitative, applied, and survey-based research (Dyer, Haase-Wittler, & Washburn, 2003). Dillman (2009) indicated that there are four cornerstones in conducting quality research in survey-based research. One of those cornerstones identified by Dillman (2009) is nonresponse error, he further suggested that when a non-response error occurs in a study, the results and recommendations should be considered suspect. Nonresponse error “exists to the extent that people included in the sample fail to provide useable responses and are different than those who do on the characteristics of interest in the study” (Lindner, Murphy, & Briers, 2001, p.44).  Implementation of this method would support Tuckman’s (1999) suggestion that consistent application of research design and methodology will ensure quality techniques and advance research efforts.  Miller and Smith (1983) introduced five methods for controlling nonresponse error. Lindner, Murphy, & Briers (2001) identified eight general sampling procedures used in the Journal of Agricultural Education to address nonresponse leading to three recommended procedures to follow in future research. It should be noted that Ary, Jacobs, & Razavieh, (1996) suggested that social science research has advanced due to the efforts put forth by researcher’s ability to design and produce research that is reliable and valid

Conceptual Framework
Improving research in agricultural education requires the periodic examination of methods and
techniques (Lindner, Murphy, & Briers, 2001). “Nonresponse error should be handled through the systematic application of statistically sound and professionally accepted procedures” (p. 44). The purpose of the study was to determine the efforts of researchers to address nonresponse error in the articles published in the Journal of Agricultural Education.  This study aligns to Priority are #3, by aligning with the key outcome to supply well-prepared agricultural scientists and
professionals in academic settings. (Doerfert, 2011).

Methods
All articles (N=528), excluding distinguished lectures (N=10), published in the Journal of Agricultural Education during the years 2006-2015 were analyzed using content analysis
techniques.  Data were collected based upon a model suggested by Lindner, Murphy, and Briers (2001). Each article was analyzed and was coded as sampling procedures used or sampling procedures not used (Objective 1). Mentioning of nonresponse error as a threat was coded as mentioned nonresponse, did not mention nonresponse, or 100% response rate achieved (Miller and Smith, 1983) (Objective 2). How nonresponse error was handled and coded into categories proposed by Linder, Murphy, and Briers addressed Objective 3. Each article was read and analyzed independently by three researchers. Researcher-generated data were then entered into a data collection instrument. Results generated by the researchers were compared to determine discrepancies. When discrepancies existed the researchers reanalyzed and agreed on the correct code.
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Findings
The first objective was to describe the number of articles published and whether sampling procedures were used.  From 2006-2015, 528 articles were published in the Journal.
Approximately 58% (n=305) of articles published used sampling procedures.

The second objective was to describe how often nonresponse error was mentioned as a threat to the external validity of the study. Approximately 51% of the articles published in the Journal for the years 2006-2015 mentioned nonresponse as a threat to external validity.  For 12% of the articles published in the Journal, nonresponse error was not a threat to external validity as an 85% response rate was achieved (Lindner, Murphy, & Briers, 2001). The remaining 37% of the articles did not mention nonresponse error as a threat to external validity. Of the 305 research articles published in the Journal, nonresponse was a threat to external validity of the findings in approximately 88% of the studies.

The third objective was to describe how nonresponse error in which nonresponse was a threat to external validity (f=268) was controlled in articles published in the Journal during the years 2006 through 2015.  No attempts were made to control for nonresponse error in 59% of the articles (f=99). Nonresponse error was controlled by comparing early and late respondents in approximately 32% of the studies.  Approximately 5% of the studies attempted to control for nonresponse error by following up with nonrespondents. The remaining studies addressed nonresponse in a variety of methods not previously noted.

Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations
Fifty-eight percent of the studies published in the Journal of Agricultural Education between the
years of 2006 through 2015 used sampling procedures. This stands in contrast to the 83.5% of the studies published between 1990-1999 as noted by Lindner, Murphy, and Briers (2001). However, it should be noted that total number of published studies increased over 50% between 2006-2015 compared to 1990-1999.  But, nevertheless, studies utilizing sampling procedures still constitutes the bulk of the research published in the Journal.  Even as Lindner, Murphy, and Briers indicated the need for researchers to document and control nonresponse error to mitigate the threat to external validity, a disturbing trend in the research was found. Nearly 60% of the studies that were subject to nonresponse error did not attempt to control it through accepted procedures.  This is a nearly 15% increase in the lack of control methodology employed, when comparing the data to that of the 1990s.  Researchers must address this issue in order to ensure the quality of the data published in the premier journal in the profession.

Although a selected few articles did note that nonresponse error was controlled by an accepted 85% response rate (Lindner, Murphy, and Briers, 2001) there are still articles for which nonresponse is a threat, yet no measures were taken to control it.  Comparing early to late responders is still the preferred method to address nonresponse error. However, is this option the most effective? Lindner, Murphy, and Briers noted researchers can attempt additional contact with the nonrespondents to compare their responses. By securing the responses of nonrespondents, researchers are able to truly compare their opinions to those who completed the instruments, thus providing true data to compare.
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