


Research


A Longitudinal Study of Challenges and Threats from County Extension Program Reviews

Melissa Mazurkewicz
University of Florida
PO Box 110540
Gainesville, FL  32643
352-392-0502 ext. 244
mmazurkewicz5@ufl.edu

Amy Harder
University of Florida
PO Box 110540
Gainesville, FL  32643
352-392-0502 ext. 230
amharder@ufl.edu




























A Longitudinal Study of Challenges and Threats from County Extension Program Reviews
Introduction/Need for Research
County program reviews of [State] Extension are conducted annually ([Authors], 2009).  The reviews are used “to assess program quality, facilitate program improvement, foster cooperation among Extension's various units, and assist in achieving the best use of institutional resources” (Jacob, Israel, & Summerhill, 1998, para. 1).  Extension has to ensure that program quality is high in order to serve the diverse stakeholders including the community audience, government officials, partners, funders, and other community members (Braverman & Engle, 2009).  The county program reviews are one of the tools used by [State] Extension to assess program ([Authors], 2010). The purpose of this study was to determine trend affecting program quality in [State] Extension. 
Theoretical/Conceptual Framework
	The conceptual model created by [Authors] (2009) was used.  This model was compiled based on the theoretical works of Boyle (1981), English and Kaufman (1975), Witkin and Altshuld (1995), and Mclean (2006).  According to Boyle’s (1981) work based on Lewin’s field theory, organizations undergo changes that can cause disequilibrium.  Because of the shift in equilibrium a gap can form creating needs in the organization (Boyle, 1981) Needs assessments are necessary in order to make decisions regarding organizational improvement and shorten the gap between how the organization is and how it should be (Witkin & Altschuld, 1995).  A needs assessment is a method used to determine what actions should be taken in order to be able to reduce the gap (English & Kaufman, 1975).  McLean (2006) identified the possibility of both favorable and unfavorable responses to the needs assessment.  Ideally needs assessments lead to a reduction in disequilibrium while improving the organization.  
Methodology
	The purpose of this study was to develop an understanding of the trends affecting the quality of county extension programs in [State].  Specifically, this study compared the challenges and threats identified during the county program review process to determine where similarities existed over time.  A longitudinal analysis was done using qualitative research methods.  Data were obtained from the final reports of the county program reviews (N = 18) conducted in 2008 (n = 8), 2009 (n = 5), and 2010 (n = 5).  These years were selected as the time frame because a new program review process was officially established in 2008, after a pilot run in 2007.  The counties reviewed included some of the state’s largest urban counties and smallest rural counties; each district had at least one county reviewed in each of the years selected.  
The final reports were analyzed using the constant comparative method to determine emergent themes (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The final reports outline the strengths, challenges, opportunities, and threats that an external review team perceives to affect the quality of program delivery in a county ([Authors], 2009).  Of the four sections, challenges and threats were analyzed for this study.  Challenges are internal weaknesses whereas threats are external issues that have the potential to negatively affect the quality of extension programming ([Authors], 2009).   Trustworthiness was established using triangulation and member checks (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Results/Findings
	Overall there were eleven challenges found throughout the time frame. There were seven threats identified. Two challenges of marketing deficits and technology barriers were consistent throughout the three years. An indicator of a marketing deficit was “effective and increased marketing of the public value of Extension and increased partnerships should be undertaken as a goal in the short, intermediate and long-term strategic plan.”  Technology barriers were identified in statements such as “use of technology requires specialized skills creating a need for additional faculty training.”  The loss of human capital was found to be a challenge in both 2008 and 2009.  In 2009 and 2010 the common challenges were programming for underrepresented audiences and the lack of an advisory council or representative advisory council.  
The three threats that were found consistently across the three years analyzed were the following: economy, changing demographics, and insufficient facilities. The following statement highlights an indicator of the threat of economy: “The overall economy of the state, region and the nation has a negative impact on the present and future delivery of Extension programs.” Changing demographics was elicited from the program reviews in statements such as “Programmatic changes may include a shift from agrarian toward more suburban residence.”    Lack of technology access was a threat found in 2009 and 2010.  
Conclusions
Improvement is necessary in the area of marketing.  Due to the shifting role of Cooperative Extension and varying perspectives on Extension it is important for Cooperative Extension to have a marketing plan (Varea-Hammond, 2004).  Varea-Hammond (2004) stated a marketing plan is needed in order to justify funding and support, internal benefits, and to compete with comparable organizations and sources of information.  
County faculty are not universally proficient in the use of different technologies that can be used to enhance programming.  Professional development with a focus on technology training has been cited as a concern in Cooperative Extension (Ferrell, 2005).  Even when faculty are proficient, technology access remains a program particularly in rural areas. 
The loss of human capital and the potential for agent burnout is a common challenge in Cooperative Extension.  These challenges are similar and related to staff and faculty morale.  Safrit and Owen (2010) noted the loss of human capital continues to plague and create negative impact for Cooperative Extension despite efforts to prevent agent turnover.  
Changing demographics are increasingly a threat.  [Authors] (2009) suggested that innovative programs be offered to meet the needs of the diverse group of stakeholders.  The current state of the economy is reflected in the quality of the facilities.  A stable source of funding is needed in order to help remedy the presence of insufficient facilities. 
Implications/Recommendations/Impact on Profession
Needs assessments are conducted to help organizations identify and address gaps that prevent organizations from being where they desire to be (English & Kaufman, 1975; Witkin & Altschuld, 1995).  The results from this study provide direction for [State] Extension to think strategically about how to address trends that cross county borders.  State-level leadership should work to provide critical resources to help counties to overcome the challenges and threats identified in this study, particularly when dealing with professional development and funding issues.  Although this study was limited to counties within one state, the connections to the literature imply the results may transfer to a broader Extension population.  States are encouraged to examine their own programs for common challenges and threats, so that they can take the actions necessary to provide the best possible programming for their communities.
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