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Impact of Media on College Students’ Attitudes toward Agriculture

Introduction
With so many accessible forms of media available, individuals are able to select which forms to view.  The media often influence viewer’s decision and actions.  The media has recently taken interest in food production, with numerous television and print media reports as well as several documentaries that focus on agriculture.  Previous research on agriculture in entertainment media found that agriculture was portrayed negatively (Ruth, Park, & Lundy, 2005).  The prevalence of media in modern society emphasizes the need to better understand  the possible influence that agriculture stories in the media have on audience members’ attitudes (Meyers, Irlbeck, Fletcher, & Keith, 2010). 

The purpose of this study was to determine if the media are swaying agricultural students’ opinions.  This research was guided by one research question: Are the recent media reports, which are often negative about agriculture, influencing the opinions of students enrolled in agriculture at [University]?

Conceptual/Theoretical Framework
Consumers choose which media outlets to view and use, which is known as the uses and gratifications theory.  This theory does not acknowledge that the media can have an unconscious influence over our lives (Blumler & Katz, 1974).  Instead, it reiterates that the audience is playing the active role in choosing and using the media that it is viewing.  Many individuals’ understanding of agriculture comes from information gleaned from the media—television, newspapers, magazines, Internet, movies, and even documentary films (Retzinger, 2002). 
		
Methodology
Students in two agricultural communications courses comprised the population for this study.  Students were given the option to participate in the study for bonus points.  Students were administered a questionnaire asking them to rate their attitudes utilizing a five-point Likert-type scale of strong disagreement (1) to strong agreement (5) in response to 10 agriculture questions.  

Findings
Forty-three students participated in the study.  Students had a mean age of 21.47 (SD = 1.35).  Thirty (69.8%) students’ families owned a farm or ranch and 25 students (58.1%) lived on a farm or ranch. Sixty-five percent were female and 79% percent were agricultural communications majors; other majors were agricultural science, agricultural education, and marketing. Overall, the results indicated that although students in the study were aware of negative media, it has not changed their attitude on agriculture and students agreed they are skeptical of negative agriculture news reports (M = 4.49, SD = 0.67).  

Basic questions in relation to attitudes about agriculture resulted in obvious beliefs and attitudes in a positive light for agriculture.  Results from the questionnaire found agreement in students being skeptical of news reports that are negative toward agriculture with a mean score of 4.49 (SD = 0.35).  Students also disagreed that corporate-owned farms were detrimental to American agriculture with a mean score of 2.84 (SD = 0.93).  Table 1 is a complete listing of the findings.

Table 1

Mean Attitudes and Opinions of Agriculture Students Regarding Agriculture
	
Question						    		 M			  SD

Support of agricultural biotechnology				3.91			0.79
Believe corporate-owned farms were	detrimental to agriculture	2.84			0.93
Preferred buying locally-produced foods				3.65			1.07
Concerned with safety of U.S. foods					3.35			1.15
Supported use of CAFOs						3.63			0.66
Skeptical of negative agriculture news reports			4.49			0.67
U.S. farmers and ranchers are hard-working				4.79			0.41
U.S. farmers and ranchers care about animal welfare		4.35			0.87
U.S. farmers and ranchers are too regulated				3.74			0.82
Farmers and ranchers care about profits more than quality		2.37			1.02

Note. 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neutral, 4= agree, 5 = strongly agree
Conclusions
Uses and gratifications theory assumes that audience members search out media messages to satisfy a particular need, so the audience is active and goal directed (Kaye & Thomas, 2004).  The audience for this study, being agriculture students, was not seeking to satisfy a need of developing a negative attitude toward agriculture.  The results from the survey agreed with the theory as the students’ attitudes were positive concerning different aspects of agriculture. The findings indicate that agricultural students were not being influenced by negative reports about agriculture as they showed positive opinions about American agriculture, farmers, and ranchers

Recommendations
A future study could investigate if college students enrolled in agricultural classes have changed the media they use in order to avoid negative agricultural stories. An additional study could allow for researchers to determine which media forms are most frequently accessed by college students. With this knowledge, faculty can target lessons around the media that students consume. In addition, faculty can teach lessons that will equip students with the knowledge to educate others and act as a spokesperson for the agriculture industry.  Positive attitudes will encourage students to serve as spokespersons for agriculture, building confidence in consumers and the marketplace.  
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