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Giving agvocates something to tweet about: Agvocacy 2.0 training at #acfc10

Introduction
In 2010, the AgChat Foundation was formed to promote the use of online media by agriculturalists. The foundation has four primary missions: providing training to agriculture professionals, “strategic agvocacy coordination,” providing data analysis tools for technology, and providing support for equipping farmers with technology (AgChat Foundation, 2010). At its inaugural Agvocacy 2.0 training conference, more than 50 agriculture advocates participated in sessions focused on developing technology skills for reaching people without direct connections to food and fiber production (AgChat Foundation, 2010). During the conference, participants contributed to an ongoing Twitter conversation, which was accessible to Twitter users who did not attend the conference. An analysis of that conversation was undertaken to provide a foundation for describing the possible impact of the “agvocacy” training on both participants and non-attendees, as individuals’ Twitter posts provided a real-time look at participants’ feelings, activities, and learning experiences (Passant, Hastrup, Bojars, & Breslin, 2008).  

Conceptual Framework
Though initially created as a means of social networking, Twitter increasingly has become a flexible tool for coordination and sharing of ideas (Honeycutt & Herring, 2009). In work environments, Twitter expedites the search for quality information and enables a trickle-down flow among even geographically diverse group members, amounting to a method of informal training (Zhao & Rosson, 2009). The growing use of Web 2.0 media (Passant et al., 2008) encouraged agriculturalists in their efforts to use technology as a tool for “agvocating” (AgChat Foundation, 2010), or educating people about the importance of agriculture, with social media as a training platform.

Methodology
Individual Twitter posts, called “tweets,” pertaining to the two-day 2010 AgChat Foundation conference were identified by searching for the conference hashtag (#acfc10) on http://www.twitter.com. Three searches produced 1,667 unique tweets posted from August 29, 2010, the day before the conference, to September 9, 2010. Individual tweets were separated and analyzed using content analysis methodology to identify major themes in tweet content. Three rounds of analysis were conducted. In the first round, themes were identified individually by two investigators. Themes then were standardized via consensus, and each investigator re-sorted the tweets using the standardized themes. Following the second analysis, a final consensus was reached on the placement of all tweets into themes.

Findings
Content analysis of the tweets pertaining to the conference produced 12 themes: opinions and evaluation (n = 190), agenda items (n = 208), face-to-face interactions (n = 48), photos related to agenda items (n = 44), photos not related to agenda items (n = 137), informal networking (n = 324), conference information (n = 149), Kelly the intern (n = 47), AgChat (n = 51), sightseeing (n = 17), travel (n = 71), and miscellaneous (n = 381). Opinions and evaluation included tweets about conference expectations and opinions about conference activities and outcomes. Agenda items included tweets about items that appeared to be on the conference agenda. Face-to-face interactions included tweets about meeting other conference attendees in person, as opposed to interacting solely online. Photos related to agenda items included tweets used to post photos of items that appeared to be on the conference agenda, while tweets containing other photos were placed in photos not related to agenda items. Informal networking included tweets between users related to general conference conversation and social interactions. Conference information included tweets that asked for, linked to, or gave information about the conference. Kelly the intern included all tweets tagged with the #kellytheintern hashtag. AgChat included tweets from or about weekly AgChat discussions. Sightseeing included tweets about visiting local attractions. Travel included all tweets about traveling to and from the conference. Miscellaneous included tweets that did not fit into other themes, including takeaway ideas, status updates, and topics indirectly related to the conference. The tweets were posted by approximately 200 users.

Conclusions
The Agvocacy 2.0 conference appeared to be successful in promoting skill development and networking among its participants. Tweets relating to conference activities and information constituted nearly one-quarter (24%) of the conference total, indicating that knowledge from individual sessions and about the conference was provided to both participants and their followers. Opinions about the conference were overwhelmingly positive, and the large number of networking posts—among both participants and non-attendee followers—demonstrates Twitter’s ability to foster interpersonal relationships and disseminate information, both in face-to-face and computer-mediated environments. The number of users who contributed to the #acfc conversation was larger than the number of participants, suggesting that Twitter served as an effective outreach tool for the conference.

Implications and Recommendations
The AgChat Foundation conference fulfilled the information needs of participating stakeholders while nurturing personal relationships among conference attendees and their online peers. Conference participants augmented their learning processes by tweeting information to non-attending online peers, expanding the reach of the foundation’s training. In the future, AgChat Foundation conference planners could moderate the Twitter conversation to better provide non-attendees with useful material. Leaders also could interact more directly with non-attending followers through a formal question-and-answer session.
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