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Introduction
A crisis situation is described as a life cycle phenomenon that had a birth, an acute stage (the crisis), and an aftermath (Crandall, Parnell, & Spillan, 2010).  Several frameworks were developed in the 1990s to help organizations plan for and manage crisis-related events.  However, none of the existing frameworks specifically accounts for the unique challenges presented in an agriculture-related crisis.  With this void in the literature, there is a need for the creation of a crisis management framework to assist the various aspects of the agriculture industry.  Such a framework would have added value in preparing current and future agriculture communicators through the development and delivery of university courses and professional development workshops.

The intersection of two research priority areas (RPA) within the agricultural communications section of The National Research Agenda: Agricultural Education and Communication (Osborne, n.d.) support the need for an agriculture crisis management framework.  As one considers the intent of RPA 4 (the development of effective agricultural workforces for a knowledge-based society) and RPA 2 (serving as an effective aid to the public in high-priority issue engagement), the need for agricultural communicators to perform effectively in the face-paced, life altering events of a crisis becomes clear.  A framework to guide the development of education and training efforts would facilitate the profession’s efforts to address this need.

How it works 
“Crisis researchers knew that analyzing the stages of a crisis helped account for a more holistic approach to understanding the crisis phenomenon” (Crandall, Parnell & Spillan, 2010, p. 7).  To develop an agriculture-specific framework, the researchers utilized existing literature and broad-based crisis frameworks as well as historical documents describing agriculture-related crises.  While the literature includes three-, four-, and five-stage crisis management models, the authors choose to use a five-stage framework to more clearly define the activity that occurs within each phase.

 (
Figure 
1
:
 Agricultural Crisis Management Framework
)The added complexity of an agriculture crisis stems from various aspects the industry and the possible interaction between those aspects.  Within this framework, those aspects are grouped into four main categories: animals, humans, the environment, and crops.  A review of crises that have impacted agriculture revealed that an agriculture-related crisis will typically involve more than one of these aspects.  Because of this multi-faceted nature, a crisis within one part of the agricultural industry can extend to or impact other aspects of the industry.  The dashed lines between the columns reflect this potential interaction.  The developed framework (Figure 1) captures the unique qualities and challenges of managing an agriculture crisis.  

Depending on the pace of the potential crisis, the opportunity to reexamine products, processes and outcomes of a previous framework stage exists.  As such, the framework again utilized a dashed line to indicate this potential for movement between the first four stages.  The exception is in the post-crisis stage (Level 5) as the crisis is over and a summative evaluation of activities completed in the first four stages begins.  In this post-crisis learning stage, organizations seek to gain the understanding and insight necessary to increase the likelihood of success in managing future crisis events by a thorough examination of all activities that occurred during the pre-crisis stages (levels 1 – 3) as well as during the crisis event management stage (level 4).  The resulting report is used to prepare the organization and individuals for future success.

Results to date
This proposed framework has been implemented through a graduate-level university-based risk and crisis communication course but has not been fully tested empirically.  This course based on the framework has been delivered three times during the fall semester (2008 – 2010) with a total enrollment of 60 students.  During each of these offerings, the majority of the students received the course as a resident student with 1-3 distance students also enrolled during each semester.  Using this framework as the base, the resulting course design encouraged student cognitive and affective development relevant to each stage increasing the likelihood of effectively managing agricultural crisis situations.

During the 2009 semester, Witt, Doerfert, Rutherford, Murphrey, and Edgar (2010) found that students enrolled in the course identified two class components as best practice in the application of critical thinking.  Those two components include end-of-course projects (i.e. team-developed case studies in fall 2009 and crisis management plans in fall 2010).  Replicating this study with the 2010 fall semester students, a Second Life crisis simulation that was used by the instructor to replace the team-developed case studies assignment.  The results showed that the simulation, a new instructional tool based on the framework, also helped the students to apply all stages of the framework resulting in increased understanding of how to effectively manage agricultural crisis situations (Witt, Doerfert, Rutherford, Murphrey, & Edgar, 2011).  In summary, the use of the agriculture crisis management framework as a basis for course design appears create a structure that leads to enhanced comprehension of crisis management.  This statement is made when the 2008-2010 course outcomes are compared to the initial course offering in the fall 2007 when this framework was not developed.

Future plans
With the completion of the agricultural crisis management framework and its implementation in a course design, research is needed to validate this framework within agriculture.  Additional instructional tools and/or activities that would support and test the students’ development as it relates to this framework also need to be examined.  Such research should examine the differences in crisis management due to the use of the framework.  As a starting point, this framework is the natural step forward in the preparation of future agricultural communicators.

Costs
Other than time, there are no costs associated with the development of this innovative idea.
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