Exploring Agricultural Professionals Awareness of Montana’s Agritourism Industry
Introduction and Framework

Today’s societal disconnect from the agricultural industry is increasing as the public has less direct contact with food and farming systems (Malloy, 2016). A lack of exposure and experiences are contributing factors to a nationwide deficit in agricultural knowledge (Ikerd, 2001). At the same time, there exists a growing touring population looking for educational, physical, and cultural, hands-on experiences (Wilkerson, 2003). Agritourism, defined as “the business of establishing farms as travel destinations for educational and recreational purposes,” offers a viable option to help reconnect the public to the food system and bridge the growing gap of knowledge between consumer and producer (Schilling et al., 2006, p. 200). 

Education of urban and suburban audiences has been identified as an important motivation behind agritourism development (Alonso, 2010; Barbieri & Mshenga, 2008). With the COVID-19 pandemic, many Americans took vacations locally, to national parks, and other scenic destinations. This resulted in an increase in tourism to rural areas, specifically because of the abundance of open space, outdoor recreation, and nature (Bermingham & Grau, 2021). In response to social distancing, many tourists took advantage of local agritourism venues that offered experiences such as dude ranches, u-pick operations, wineries, bed and breakfasts, bird watching, and more with an overall trend of supporting local farms (Hardesty & Leff, 2020; (Leistritz et al., 2004). Agritourism operations provide an opportunity for the public to access these amenities while escaping the urban setting (Schilling et al., 2012).

Within the last decade, agritourism has expanded as a popular avenue for producers to supplement farm income while utilizing existing resources and infrastructure (Schilling et al., 2012). Farm-based agritourism revenue more than tripled between 2002 and 2017. Adjusted for inflation, agritourism revenue grew from $704 million in 2012 to almost $950 million in 2017 (U.S. Census of Agriculture, 2017). Landowners can create an agritourism attraction on their own farm, ranch, or property using minimal additional resources or financial assistance. The additional income stream, coupled with the ability to diversify operations, have been found to be strong motivators for starting an agritourism business on an existing farm or ranch (McGehee & Kim, 2004; Schilling et al., 2006). 

Many farmers and ranchers have been struggling to maintain profitable agricultural operations with low market prices, high input costs, and volatile weather patterns (Whitt et al., 2019). Agritourism can offer a more secure revenue stream to earn supplemental income. With the passage of House Bill 342 (Legislative Services Division, 2017), agritourism was added as a recreational activity in which participants assume liability for inherent risks of those activities. These regulations have advanced interest in agritourism’s ability to integrate economic diversification on-the-farm, particularly with value-added products (Onozaka et al., 2010). However, agritourism is still nascent in the areas of practices, policies, definitions, guidelines, and business development (Miller et al., 2017). In a recent study by Corbett et al. (2019), the most common needs of a growing agritourism business are for accessible resources and information, public interaction regulations, liability, and business management. This situation supports the need for additional research, education, and training about agritourism. 

In an attempt to identify which areas farmers and ranchers are interested in agritourism need assistance, Chase et al.’s (2018) agritourism framework was used to aid in the categorization of activity efforts. Chase et al. (2018) identified the five categories of agritourism as direct sales, education, hospitality, outdoor recreation, and entertainment and broke them down further into two tiers of activities: core and peripheral. Core activities are characterized as “classic agritourism activities,” while peripheral activities may be debatable because they are not “traditional” agricultural ventures, but rather events that just take place on a farm or ranch (p. 17). An activity is classified based on its location or how it is connected to agriculture. Core activities are “those that take place on a working farm or ranch and have deep connection to agricultural production and the marketing of a farm’s products” (p. 17). Peripheral activities are those that “may take place on a working farm, but they may lack deep connection to the actual farm or ranch” (p. 17). As such, a wide variety of agritourism activities exist in each category, expanding from an inner circle outward and including farm to table dinners, farm stays, horseback riding, hunting, and weddings (Chase et al., 2018).

Purpose and Objectives
[bookmark: _Hlk98506165]Montana’s population growth is predicted to increase by 14% over the next 30 years (Johnson, 2019), and its top industries, tourism and agriculture, are following this trend. As primary drivers of the economy, there is a continual need to examine this area of growth. The purpose of this study was to explore participants’ awareness of the agritourism industry as a business opportunity. Addressing category six in the AAAE National Research Agenda (Roberts et al., 2016), specific objectives were to evaluate participants’ awareness of the agritourism industry, value-added production options, required communications and marketing skills, and availability of business management resources for agribusinesses. 
Methods
	
[bookmark: _Hlk104986154]This quantitative research study utilized a post-pre survey design to explore changes in awareness of Montana agritourism as a result of attending a webinar series. The webinar series consisted of four one-hour online webinars hosted weekly in January 2022 from Noon – 1 PM on the Zoom platform. Each webinar had two presenters who were considered experts in their field of agritourism. Chase et al.’s (2018) framework assisted in the design and focus of the webinar content by connecting each speaker to one of the five categories of direct sales (webinars two and four), entertainment (webinars two and three), education (webinars one and four), hospitality (webinars two and three), and outdoor recreation (webinar three). The webinar topics were Montana agritourism history, agritourism production options and practices, business management for agritourism operators, and communications and marketing for agritourism.

Webinar attendance was open to anyone interested in Montana agritourism. Participants were recruited via social media, word of mouth, and email and included producers, industry members, extension and agricultural educators, tourism professionals, and government agency representatives. A convenience sample, or a sample of individuals that is readily available, was chosen to include anyone in virtual attendance during the webinar series (Leedy et al., 2019). The number of participants declined from the first to the last webinar with the sample size ranging from 57 in the industry and history webinar, 40 in the production options and practices webinar, 35 in the business management webinar, and 38 in the communications and marketing webinar. Response rates of 80%, 70%, 62%, and 52% were reported, respectively. Forty-five percent of the respondents identified as agricultural producers, 20% were government/tribal agency workers, 16% were extension personnel, 9% were tourism operators, and 9% were small foods producers. 

A post-pre survey design was used as it can gather data to measure attitudes and opinions on issues and evaluate the impact of an instructional webinar (Kanevsky, 2016). Using the web-based Qualtrics platform, a five-point Likert-scale survey was administered immediately after each of the four webinars with questions related to the content of the presentations. An intra-class correlation, an estimated relation of two measurements on the same question (pre and post) accounting for a change in the mean scores, was calculated to assess survey reliability (Huang et. al, 2015). The intra-class correlation values across all four survey subject areas averaged 0.45, indicating a moderate correlation of internal consistency and was thus deemed acceptable for distribution. Face validity was established by a panel of experts in statistics and agricultural education to assess clarity, ambiguity, and relevancy (Dillman et al., 2008).

Data was analyzed using the statistical software program, R. Descriptive statistics were used to summarize data by describing the relationship between variables in the sample population (Kaur et. al, 2018); t-tests were used to compare the means of two groups (Kim, 2015); and alluvial diagrams were used to show significant structural changes in the data (Rosvall & Bergstrom, 2010). Numerical values of one through five in responses were correlated with levels of awareness, thus permitting means, frequencies, and standard deviations to be calculated. A paired-samples t-test was used to determine the effectiveness of the webinar series as measured by change in awareness levels with significance at a 95% confidence interval. 

Results

The purpose of this study was to explore participants’ awareness of the agritourism industry as a business opportunity. Full results are displayed in Table 1. Objective one sought to evaluate participants’ awareness of the agritourism industry, resource availability, and potential economic, social, and environmental benefits of agriculture and food tourism enterprises. Overall, 62% (n=26) of respondents reported an increased awareness level. The mean agritourism awareness increase was by one point. The purpose of objective two was to evaluate participants’ awareness about value-added production options for agribusinesses. Out of 40 respondents, 58% (n=23) indicated an increased level of awareness of value-added options for farm and ranch businesses. The largest reported increase in awareness was in the demand for agritourism at 70% (n=28). The third objective sought to evaluate participants’ awareness of communications and marketing skills. Out of 21 respondents, 87% (n=18) reported an increased level of awareness for managing an agritourism business. The final objective was to evaluate participants’ awareness of business management resources and skills. Out of 22 respondents, 61% (n=13) increased their awareness of resources available from Extension services, 80% (n=17) increased awareness of resources available from the Montana Department of Agriculture, and 73% (n=16) of respondents increased their level of awareness of resources from the Food and Agriculture Development Centers. 

Table 1
Level of awareness of agritourism industry as a business opportunity
	Awareness about the Agritourism Industry
	Before
	After
	t(46)
	p
	df

	
	M
	SD
	M
	SD
	
	
	

	Agritourism in Montana
	3.43
	1.10
	4.40
	0.62
	6.25
	<.001*
	42

	Resources available for agritourism
	2.70
	1.20
	4.14
	0.59
	8.71
	<.001*
	42

	Potential economic, social, environmental benefits 
	3.59
	1.11
	4.38
	0.65
	6.55
	<.001*
	41

	Awareness about Value-Added 
Products
	Before
	After
	t(28)
	P
	df

	
	M
	SD
	M
	SD
	
	
	

	Activities, products, and events associated with agritourism 
	3.52
	0.93
	4.22
	0.74
	4.80
	<.001*
	25

	Value-added products
	3.75
	0.78
	4.54
	0.57
	6.36
	<.001*
	24

	Home stay or Airbnb agritourism
	3.39
	0.98
	4.12
	0.64
	4.38
	<.001*
	24

	Demand for agritourism
	3.39
	1.11
	4.23
	0.80
	6.06
	<.001*
	24

	Awareness of Communication and Marketing Skills
	Before
	After
	t(24)
	P
	df

	
	M
	SD
	M
	SD
	
	
	

	Marketing a business  
	2.91
	1.02
	4.30
	0.62
	7.14
	<.001*
	20

	Branding a business 
	2.74
	1.11
	4.13
	0.68
	6.53
	<.001*
	20

	Managing a business
	2.68
	1.10
	4.09
	0.60
	5.81
	<.001*
	19

	Awareness of Business Management Resource and Skills
	Before
	After
	t(22)
	P
	df

	
	M
	SD
	M
	SD
	
	
	

	Resources from Extension
	3.24
	1.11
	4.38
	0.56
	4.18
	<.001*
	21

	Resources from the Department of Agriculture 
	2.88
	1.18
	4.33
	0.62
	5.94
	<.001*
	21

	Resources from the Food and Agriculture Development Centers 
	2.64
	1.14
	4.29
	0.68
	5.16
	<.001*
	21


Note. *denotes significance at 95% confidence interval.
Conclusions and Recommendations

The webinar series studied here was developed to help interested stakeholders become more aware of the agritourism industry evolution, production options, business resources, and communication services. Its implications are limited to those who participated in the webinars and to the state in which the study was conducted. Findings indicate participants significantly increased their awareness in all explored areas. Chase et al.’s (2018) framework provided valuable guidance in the selection of presenters and topics highlighting both core and peripheral activities present in the state. Content showcased realistic examples to integrate agritourism into current operations. This framework helped to identify core and peripheral areas of future assistance specifically in consumer demand, benefits, management, and state resources.   

[bookmark: _Hlk104985986]Overall, the majority of respondents did indicate an increase in their awareness of the industry. However, the lowest increase was in social, economics, and environmental benefits of agritourism. Emphasis on these topics may further improve stakeholder knowledge and ensure an environmental balance between agriculture and tourism. Supporting research that suggests a webinar can increase awareness in diversity and revenue options was confirmed as respondents reported significant increases in levels of awareness in the demand for agritourism and value-added business resources (Onozaka et al., 2010). Results also validate the growing interest and demand in agritourism in recent years (Leistritz et al., 2004). Overall, respondents reported significant increases in levels of awareness in branding, managing, and marketing with the largest increase in marketing an agribusiness. Findings indicate the importance of these skills for agricultural operators to promote their businesses and services to potential consumers. Future outreach in agribusiness management should include education related to online, traditional, and integrated marketing and communications techniques, especially with the constant change of technologies. Finally, respondents reported significant increases in levels of awareness in organizational resources. Most participants were aware of Extension services. The largest increases in awareness were for the Montana Department of Agriculture and Food and Agriculture Development Center resources. The importance of resource availability as a critical component for agritourism operations supports previous research by Corbett et al. (2019) and should be a focal point for future outreach efforts. 

The webinar series was a successful avenue to educate participants about agritourism and its impact on agriculture and tourism industries. Awareness of agritourism webinar content significantly increased following each webinar. All post-pre survey questions across the four webinars showed statistically significant changes, indicating positive increases in awareness. Evidence from the findings suggests that producers should consider the addition of an agritourism business to their current operation to take advantage of its benefits such as increasing income, expanding farm employment, and economic diversification (McGehee & Kim, 2004). The creation of new operations will also help to bridge the knowledge gap between consumers and agricultural producers (Schilling et al., 2006, p. 200). As a result of the webinar series, participants increased their connections with key governmental, educational, and professional organizations. Continued outreach to these key stakeholders should be a priority for these organizations to maintain networks and engagement.

Findings will assist in developing and improving educational resources and research initiatives, as well as potentially increasing stakeholder motivation for industry involvement. Educational development resources should include curriculum for various audiences, tourism guides for visitors, and agritourism marketing materials developed in collaboration with agriculture and tourism professionals. These resources should be promoted at conferences, chambers of commerce, affiliated organizations, and commodity group meetings. Existing resources should also be more widely promoted to attract visitors and showcase operations. These organizations should partner to create new co-networking opportunities and the creation of a state level agritourism association. Future research should consider the agricultural literacy and retention of information from consumers of agritourism businesses. How much did the visitors learn and will they share the information? What were the most impactful experiences? What factors influenced their decisions? This information can allow for more meaningful input about consumer demand and provide useful feedback for business owners. Additional research into the successful characteristics of agritourism operations, the need for resources, skill development, and diversification options can offer valuable decision-making information for operators. With the continuation of such efforts, we can continue to bridge the gap of knowledge, increase industry trust, and improve the education of the public, consumers, and professionals about agritourism. 
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