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Communicating Cooperatively: Exploring Social Media and Online Communication Use of Agricultural Commodity Cooperatives In Texas

Introduction/Theoretical Framework

An organization’s success is often credited to its strong communication practices and its relationships with external publics. Thus, it is no surprise that organizational communications literature has credited the failure of many organizations to a non-existent, or poorly executed, communications strategy (Baker, 2002). Audience members are no longer satisfied with one-way communication from organizations and brands (Berthron et al., 2012). Instead, audiences are gravitating toward relationships two-way communication tools, like social media, can facilitate. 

Cooperatives are a unique type of organization in that they are owned, operated, and governed by their members (Ortmann & King, 2007; University of California, 2021). Cooperatives account for approximately $226 billion in revenue annually within the U.S., with more than half of that total contributed from agricultural cooperatives (Rocha, 2021). Approximately two million U.S. farmers take ownership in one of 2,100 agricultural cooperatives nationwide (NCBA, 2021), which include agricultural commodity cooperatives, such as cotton gins or grain elevators, that provide marking, supply, and service benefits to their members. Success for a cooperative lies in meeting the needs of its members (Baseman, 2012), making effective communication efforts of a cooperative all the more important.

Literature on cooperative organizations emphasizes the importance of transparent, clear, and frequent communication on a cooperative’s overall success (Baseman, 2012; Georges & Caleman, 2021; Haigh, 2000). However, despite widespread technology adoption and a sizeable cooperative footprint in the U.S., agricultural cooperatives, in particular, remain slower to adopt innovative and diverse communication strategies to reach their members (Georges & Caleman, 2021). Georges and Caleman (2021) argued that a cooperative’s online presence and use of social media are essential in maintaining relationships with their members. Since a cooperative’s members are its owners, they must be regularly updated and informed on cooperative matters to remain involved and committed (Bhuyan, 2007; Brown et al., 2013; Haigh, 2000). Integrating social media and online communication channels in their strategic communications plans could help cooperatives foster important relationships between the organization and their members.

Currently, little research or exploration related to cooperatives’ communication efforts and strategies when communicating with their members has been conducted. Georges and Caleman (2021) expressed an absence of literature on communication studies in agricultural cooperatives and suggested future research is specifically needed to evaluate the use of social media and online platforms within cooperatives to determine if these communication methods are effective as complements, or possibly substitutes, to traditional communication channels. Further, to better guide cooperatives on the use of online communications strategies, it is first essential to understand how the cooperatives are using them currently, if at all, and why.

Using the Organizational-Public Relations Theory (Ledingham & Bruning, 1998), this study was guided by the principle that cooperatives build relationships with their members – the owners of the cooperative – through frequent and clear two-way communication. As this theory explains, communication helps organizations build and maintain relationships with external publics, like a cooperative’s members. These relationships are crucial to an organization’s success, and a lack of effective communication can lead to an organization’s failure in some cases.

Purpose and Objectives

This study focused on exploring a deeper understanding of how agricultural commodity cooperatives in Texas utilize social media and online communication tools when communicating with their members to gain a beginning understanding of how and why these tools are adopted. A two-phase, mixed-methods analysis was utilized to explore this topic. In the first phase, a quantitative communications audit of social media platforms and online communication channels utilized by these cooperatives was conducted. Three objectives were used to guide this first phase: 
RO1: Identify the social media platforms and online communication channels utilized by 
          agricultural commodity cooperatives in Texas
RO2: Explore the type of digital content communicated through online communication 
          channels and social media platforms by these cooperatives
RO3: Determine the frequency of communication via these online communication 
          channels and social media platforms by these cooperatives

Using data gathered from the communications audit, a qualitative interview guide was created to further explore the use of social media and online tools within the cooperatives from the perspective of their cooperative managers. Two objectives were used to guide this second phase: 
RO4: Explore cooperative managers’ communication strategies when selecting social 
          media platform(s) or online communication channel(s) to communicate with their 
          members
RO5: Gain insight into cooperative managers’ perception of the social media platforms 
          and online communication channels currently utilized by their cooperative

Methods/Procedures

A sequential mixed-methods approach was used for this study in which the findings from the first phase – a quantitative communications audit – were used to guide and inform the research design and purpose of the second phase – qualitative interviews with cooperative managers (Creswell, 2014).

Phase One. In phase one, a quantitative communications audit was conducted to gain more insight into the online media tools used by the participants in this study. A communications audit assesses an organization’s internal or external communication activities (Coffman, 2004), and while similar to a content analysis, differs in that the focus is on identifying “what is being done well, what is not being done well, and how communication efforts can be improved" (Goodwin et al., 2014, p. 1). In this study, we looked at the external communication from the cooperatives to their members. Specifically, this audit focused on identifying which social media platforms and online communication channels each cooperative utilized, what type of content they shared through these means, and how they were used.
The population for this phase consisted of cooperatives that are members of the Texas Agricultural Cooperative Council (TACC). Criterion sampling was utilized to select member organizations of this association who were categorized as agricultural commodity cooperatives (n = 78). A researcher-developed codebook was created to code and record data found through searches of commodity websites, relevant social media platforms, and Google in May and June of 2021. Descriptive statistics and frequency counts were calculated for each coded variable in Microsoft Excel and SPSS.

Phase Two. Based on the findings from Phase One, one-on-one, semi-structured interviews were conducted with select cooperative managers (n = 6) representing cooperatives from the sample in Phase One. Criterion sampling was again used to select participants for this sample based on their use and frequency of online communication and the size of their cooperative. A researcher-developed interview guide containing 49 open-ended questions was used to guide the interviews, which focused on addressing factors impacting their use of online communication methods and their thoughts on using these tools. Interviews averaged around one hour in length and were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. Interview data was analyzed via Delve using open and axial coding procedures as suggested by Williams and Moser (2019).

Findings

Phase One – Communications Audit. A wide variation was found in the utilization of online communication and social media tools by the agricultural commodity cooperatives in this sample (see Table 1). The most commonly used tool among this sample was Facebook (n = 57, 73%), followed by user-maintained websites (n = 30, 38%). 

Table 1
Social Media and Online Tool Usage (n = 78)
	Communication Tool
	Frequency (n)
	Freq. Percent (%)

	Facebook
	57
	73

	User-Maintained Websites
	30
	38

	Instagram 
	7
	9

	Websites Maintained by External Organizations
	6
	8

	Online or Digital Newsletter
	4
	5

	LinkedIn
	3
	4

	YouTube
	3
	4

	Twitter
	2
	2

	Online or Digital Magazine
	1
	1

	Blog
	1
	1



Of the user-maintained websites found, only 40% (n = 12) had a copyright date of 2021, indicating it had been updated or created within the year of data collection. The most common types of content found on these sites included a combination of commodity market information and general information about the cooperative (n = 27, 90%). Commodity market information included current market bids for cash crops such as corn, wheat, sorghum, and cotton.

Of the Facebook pages found, the majority (n = 55, 96%) were business pages, while two (4%) were set up as personal profiles. The frequency of communication found via Facebook varied greatly. Most accounts had no new posts/updates in more than six months prior to data collection (n = 23, 40%). Ten accounts (18%) posted/updated on average two to three times a week, and five (8%) accounts showed no posts/updates since they were created. The most common type of content shared by participants on Facebook contained a combination of commodity market and general information about the cooperative (n = 22, 39%). This was followed by accounts containing a combination of commodity market, general information, and personal use topics (obituaries, fundraisers, and community news) (n = 13, 23%) and accounts containing personal use information only (n = 13, 23%). 

Phase Two – Cooperative Manager Interviews. All six interview participants noted they shared the responsibility of updating their social media and online communication tools with other individuals within the cooperative. A majority (n = 4, 67%) reported sharing this responsibility with their office manager, while the other two reported also sharing this responsibility with various cooperative employees. No participant had online or social media management listed as part of their official job description, and all reported spending approximately one hour or less per week updating their online presence. No participants had a social media or online communication strategy in place, and only one (17%) had any sort of goal related to social media even in mind. This goal was to post one Facebook post per week, which they admitted they often fell short of. Additionally, none of the participants’ cooperatives had a separate line item in their budget for communication, nor social media specifically, outside of small budgets mentioned for advertising in their local communities.

Five participants (83%) noted they selected Facebook to communicate with their members because of its existing userbase, and three (50%) participants said they were comfortable using Facebook for their cooperative due to prior personal experience with the platform. All participants mentioned they rely heavily on more traditional communication methods such as texting, phone calls, face-to-face communication, newspapers, email, and radio. While all participants noted they felt online communication and social media use were important, half (n = 3) of the participants expressed reservations when asked if they believed their current social media platforms were the best choice for their cooperative. They stated not feeling like they fully understand how to use social media and struggling to create relevant and well-worded posts as reasons for these reservations. Most participants reported they receive little to no feedback from their members in response to their social media platforms. Only three (50%) reported ever having a member mention that they saw something on Facebook during an in-person conversation, while the other half (n = 3) have never received any feedback from their members related to their online communication.

Four of the participants’ cooperatives (67%) had a website, and they found it useful for their cooperative. However, as Louis said, “The investment today will not pay in the near future...I’m investing 10 years, 15 years, down the road.” The other two (33%) did not see a need to invest the time or money into running a website due to their small size. Half (n = 3) of the participants believed they were doing a good job communicating with their members online but felt they could do better. Jessica said, “We do fair. I think we could do better, but we do fair.” Louis added, “Social media is a highly underutilized tool.” One (17%) felt they were not doing a good job because they did not dedicate enough time to communicating online. All participants also expressed a need for research to explore communication preferences of their members, which was not currently being done by any of the cooperatives they worked for or with. Additionally, all participants added comments speaking on the importance of communication within the cooperative industry, including both traditional and newer media methods. 

Conclusions/ Implications/Recommendations

The agricultural commodity cooperatives in this sample have been slow to adopt and integrate social media and online communication channels into their communication strategies. Outside of the use of Facebook, website, electronic newsletter, online magazines, and blog usage was surprisingly low compared to previous studies examining the use of these communication tools with different agricultural audiences (Brown et al., 2013; Georges & Caleman, 2021; etc.).The low use of other popular social media platforms – such as Twitter, YouTube, and LinkedIn – was also noted as these have been found to be popular among agricultural and professional audiences (Schmukler, 2020; Shaw et al., 2015; etc.). This may be contributed to the unfamiliarity of these tools with the cooperative managers tasked with their implementation. To expand on their ability to effectively communicate with a variety of audience members – and to ensure no audiences are left out of the conversation, – the use of other online tools should be explored. Training may be needed to help them feel more comfortable in implementing and expanding these strategies.  

The sharing of personal information on cooperative Facebook pages was surprising at first; however, it became clear that these posts emphasized a sense of community pride and allowed the cooperatives to act as a bullhorn for community events or news further building ties and relationships within their local communities. As Ledingham and Bruning (1998) concluded, when organizations demonstrate involvement or commitment to their community, loyalty to the organization is increased among all external publics further increasing their influence.

The lack of communication strategies, goals, budgets, or personnel found in this study is also of concern. Without clearly defined strategies or goals, cooperatives have no way to measure their success or determine if their efforts are worthwhile. Additionally, a lack of consistent and frequent communication does not allow them to serve their members or build relationships in meaningful ways. As Ledingham and Bruning (1998) suggested, an organization’s relationship with its external publics can only be improved if the communication is mutually beneficial. Dedicating resources to the development of communication strategies would provide opportunities for improved engagement with cooperative members, stakeholders, and the public.

Many recommendations for research can be made based on the results of this study. A replication of this study with a broader sample and expanded interview protocol would provide more depth and insight to these findings. Research to explore communication preferences of cooperative members was not currently being conducted by any of the participants in this study and would be essential for helping them ensure they are reaching their audiences effectively. Additionally, gathering feedback from cooperative members on the use of online communication tools would also help gain insight into possible improvements. Finally, exploration of the impact of cooperatives’ online communication efforts is needed to better understand and strengthen the need for these endeavors.
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