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ABSTRACT 
 

Communication technology can be used to change individuals’ views to 

promote change in cultural, behavioral, and psychological beliefs.  For these changes 

to happen, people need be able to ask questions, process the information in an active 

environment, debate and discuss the subject matter, and apply the information 

presented.  Blogs and other forms of communication allow people to be involved in 

the communication process. 

The purpose of this study was to explore how agricultural commodity 

organizations use blogs as a communication tool.  The researcher accessed these blogs 

by purposively selecting U.S. agricultural commodity groups from two agricultural 

associations – the National Association of Farm Broadcasters (NAFB) and the 

American Agricultural Editors’ Associations (AAEA).  This study used a descriptive, 

qualitative research design consisting of in-depth interviews with nine blog authors of 

selected U.S. agricultural commodity groups.   

The results indicated that the organizations started blogging to communicate 

with a variety of publics.  U.S. agricultural commodity organizations used some online 

analytics and supporting social media outlets to measure blog success, but the 

organizations had not predetermined who are their target audiences. The results for 

this study provide an understanding of how organizations are utilizing blogs, which 

will provide insight for others in the agricultural industry who may decide to use this 

technology.  
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CHAPTER I  
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Background and Setting 
 

Communication allowed the earliest humans to share information, allocate 

knowledge and skills, and encourage discussions and debates (Anderson-Wilk, 2009).  

Societies and civilizations that possessed the ability to communicate have been able to 

make fundamental changes to continue the success or development of a culture (Rogers 

2003; King 2003).  Communication has provided the key process of bringing people 

together to cooperate in order to address problems (Anderson-Wilk, 2009).  When people 

are brought together and engaged in the communication process, they are more likely to 

experience a behavioral change and an increase in knowledge (Tinzmann et al., 1990).  

McGaughey (2005) said societies that have been willing to adapt to the technology of 

written language and communication changes have been able to preserve cultural 

traditions.   

Presently, communications trends and social media have given individuals and 

organizations new means to foster relationships while stimulating new thoughts and 

creations (Anderson-Wilk, 2009; Eichmann, 2009).  Communication technology is being 

used to change individuals’ views, which promotes change in cultural, behavioral, and 

psychological beliefs (Gajendran & Brewer, 2007; Slater, 1999).  Blogs and other forms 

of communication allow people to be involved in the communication process; people 

need to be able to ask questions, process the information in an active environment, debate 



                                            Texas Tech University, Madeline Moore, August, 2012 
 

 2 

and discuss the subject matter, and apply the information presented (Brown and Adler, 

2008; Rodgers, 2003).  

Today’s communication tools allow information to be shared at a faster rate from 

more outlets than ever before (Rahrig, 2010).  The Internet, multitudes of 24-hour news 

sources, and other advances in communication have made people around the world 

become immediately knowledgeable of international, national and interpersonal 

information.  Information systems are connecting people in ways that they have never 

been linked before (Rahrig, 2010). 

Communication has had significant impacts in the agricultural industry 

(Anderson-Wilk, 2009).  The continual improvements in the U.S. and international 

agricultural industries can be related to the ability to communicate those advancements 

effectively (Rhoades & Hall, 2007).  As researchers, engineers, agriculturalists in the 

field and others make discoveries, changes to industry practices, and advancements in 

technology, the need to be able to easily disseminate information is greater than ever 

(Doerfert & Miller, 2006; Paskoff, 1990).  The technology used and the practices that 

have been adopted throughout agriculture have improved the productivity, efficiency, and 

agricultural environment (Doerfert & Miller, 2006; Anderson-Wilk, 2009).  The rate at 

which change has occurred in agriculture can be related to the medium that was used to 

spread information to the necessary publics (Doerfert & Miller, 2006; Paskoff, 1990).   

Pawlick (2001) said agriculture and science information impacts people around 

the world, but traditional media outlets do not report on these developments.  Those in 

charge of communicating scientific and applied research information through various 
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media outlets have realized the need for agriculture to stay current and active with the 

latest advancements in communications technologies (Roth, Vogt, & Weinheimer, 2002; 

West, 2006).  As new technologies evolve, those within agriculture are dedicated to 

helping others in the industry utilize these technologies while sharing their discoveries to 

advance the industry as a whole (West, 2006; Roth et al., 2002).  Improvements in 

communication practices between agricultural industries could improve relationships and 

industry practices with various publics by bringing people together to become better 

educated on various aspects of the industry production (Roth et al., 2002). 

Doerfert and Miller (2006) said “the changes in agricultural technology would not 

have been so widespread and popularized had it not been for agricultural communicators” 

(p. 20).  Learning from the past, agriculture’s current use of social media technologies, 

such as a blogs, is an example of professionals adapting to technology that could lead to 

more advances within the industry (Anderson-Wilk, 2009; Paskoff, 1990).  

 

Social Media 

Social media technologies are changing how people communicate with each other 

(Eichmann, 2009).  Media consumers are no longer passive audience members.  They 

seek to create the messages for the media to present (Laurie, 2010).  The Internet 

consumer, not just organizations and media outlets, is creating more consistent, targeted 

and advanced messages than ever before.  All the while, more people are accessing these 

personal messages due to the availability of the Internet and social media (Laurie, 2010).  

These technologies allow people to seek and create change within a community, and 
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social media acts as an individual agent for publics to create their own messages 

(Cranston & Davies, 2011). 

Social media sites are varied, thus providing options for just about everyone to 

participate in online social media activities and to find a culture or realm of diversity that 

fits each individual (Boyd & Ellison, 2007).  From professional networking and mass 

communication sites, to real-time location specific communications, social media sites 

offer something for everyone (Kietzman et al., 2011). 

One particular form of social media is blogging.  This form of social media allows 

people to connect with a community, as does all social media, but it has the opportunity 

to share a deeper variety of information than other forms of social media (Kelleher & 

Miller, 2006; Kent, 2008).   

 

Blogging 

Weblogs, better known as blogs, are Web pages that are frequently modified with 

dated entries or posts listed in reverse chronological order.  Postings can also include 

pictures, audio, and video (Herring, Scheidt, Bonus, & Wright, 2004).  Blogging is 

known as the earliest form of social media as the first blog site was launched in early the 

1990’s (Kent, 2008).  At that time, this social media communication tool became a 

popular choice for individuals to record a personal online public diary (Natarajan, 2007).  

In 2005, a PEW Internet study found that eight million American adults had created blog 

sites, 58% of adults were reading blogs, and 27% of Internet use was related to blogs 

(Rainie, 2005). 
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Current Use of Blogs  

Blogs allow the common person to develop content, unlike in print media, which 

is controlled by editors and others (Trammell & Keshelashvili, 2005).  Anyone with 

access to the Internet can create a blog, and it appears that creating a blogging site has 

developed into a social or status trend among social media consumers (Colliander & 

Dahlén, 2011).  People are using blogs to track celebrities, post opinions, learn the latest 

gossip, investigate political matters, and share information about their lives (Boyd & 

Ellison, 2007; Colliander & Dahlén, 2011).  Blogs are being used by organizations for 

extreme marketing campaigns and targeted attacks on the competition to draw customers 

into a brand or to a product (Barbaro, 2006; Lyons, 2005).   

The need for a personal connection from news consumers and traditional media 

outlets has increased the use of blogs.  Media outlets are establishing blogs as a part of 

the daily news reporting because the blogs allow for a more personal connection to be 

made between those reporting the news and those consuming it (Martinez, 2011).  Major 

media outlet blogs allow the media outlet to share opinions and create discussion with 

their readers through the blog.  Martinez also stated that media are utilizing blogs to 

connect real-time information with the developing opinions of the consumers.  Martinez 

referenced the 2011 State of the Blogosphere study, which described this technology as 

being “blurred with traditional media” (Martinez, 2011, p. 1) as every traditional media 

outlet is utilizing a blog to reach a new public and to create an online community about 

its articles and support information. 
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According to the Experian Marketing Service (2011), the percentage of adults 

who visited social media sites had increased from 2010 to 2011, but visits to blogging 

sites had decreased.  The researchers suggested that people are replacing the information 

and news that they once received from blogs with other forms of social media sites.   

Technorati has established itself as the blog search engine of the Internet and 

conducts annual research about the current state of Internet blogs and the blogosphere 

(Sussman, 2009).  The 2011 State of the Blogosphere research found several interesting 

trends in blogging for the year.  First, women are becoming more active bloggers, but 

more men are active bloggers (59%).  Of the bloggers surveyed, half blog about the 

industry they work in, which was attributed to more bloggers being paid to blog (State of 

the Blogosphere, 2011).  

The study’s results found 82% of bloggers surveyed are using Twitter (State of 

the Blogosphere, 2011).  Of that percentage, 77% are using Twitter to promote their blog.  

Nearly 90% of bloggers have a personal Facebook account, while only half have a 

Facebook page for their blog.  Of those with a personal Facebook page, more than half do 

not link their personal pages with their blogs while 60% who have Twitter and Facebook 

link their blog with their other social media account.   

Social media’s various parts and functions have been meshed together to create a 

strategic marketing tool for companies.  Blogs will continue to play an intricate role in 

social media communications and more companies will be using blogs to discuss their 

products and brands (State of the Blogosphere, 2011).  
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Social Media and Blogging in Agriculture 

People involved with agriculture want more options to share, discuss, and interact 

with each other (Successful Farming Re-Engineers, Re-Launches Agriculture.com, 

2010).  The misconception that agriculture is behind the times with modern 

communications tools is incorrect; in reality those involved with agriculture are some of 

the most advanced users of communication technology (Successful Farming Re-

Engineers, Re-Launches Agriculture.com, 2010; Williamson, 2012).  Currently, 

agriculturalists are using social media tools to share stories of production agriculture in 

hopes of educating and disproving misconceptions public and policy makers may have 

about production agriculture (Livestock Marketing Association, 2010; Williamson, 

2012).  Agricultural producers are continually being encouraged to use social media 

because the opportunities to interact with consumer and clients are endless (May, 2011; 

Williamson, 2012).  

The online community that agriculturalists are involved in is a rapidly expanding 

social media platform that provides more options than ever to interact (Williamson, 

2012).  Blogs specifically allow for two-way communication to take place between a blog 

author (who could represent the agriculture industry), other producers of the same 

commodity, or with consumers (Coherence in Information from Agricultural Research 

for Development, 2009).   

Some involved in agriculture are using blogs on a very personal level, to 

communicate their personal story within agriculture (Agriculture.com, 2010).   

Individuals in agriculture are using blogs to tell their stories and to inform those who are 
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generations removed from about the daily life, trials and triumphs, and to dismiss myths 

about industry practices and to advocate for the advancements of these industries 

(Williamson, 2012).  A Kansas rancher was featured in several newspapers across the 

state regarding her agriculture blog. She described her mission for the blog as, “I really 

try to open myself up. Farmers and ranchers want to tell their story, but they don’t take 

the time or feel comfortable, where as I’m pretty comfortable talking about it” 

(Williamson, 2012, p. 1).  The rancher associated her blog and social media technology 

with enabling her to share her story with people across the country.  

Others are using this technology to sell products, find or establish resources for 

solutions to animal health or mechanical problems, promote their businesses, build a 

news network, and take the opportunity to interact with experts in the field 

(Agriculture.com, 2010).  Some producers and industry experts have developed blogs and 

other forms of social media to combat misconceptions, misinformation, and special 

interest groups (Anderson-Wilk, 2009; Truitt, 2010).  

Industry organizations are using blogs to interact with consumers by sharing 

recipes, marketing campaigns, educational information, and industry resources (My 

Checkoff News, 2009).  Some are even trying to share producer stories with consumers 

(California Agricultural Communications Coalition, 2010).  Some organizations have 

created blogging sites that allow for a personalized feel to an online forum such as the 

National Corn Growers Association (National Corn Growers Association, 2007).  

Industry groups have also launched blogs to have a place where producers can discuss 

industry trends in U.S. agriculture and give people the chance to interact online such as 
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the United States Grain Council (United States Grain Council, 2009).  Other 

organizations and individuals want to create a united front for agriculture, so they are 

working to create a community of “agvocates” through social media, which has been a 

focus of Syngenta’s website called “Growing Digital” blog (Syngenta, 2011). 

Limited research has been conducted on blogs or blogging in agricultural 

industries.  Fannin and Chenault (2004) examined how blogs could be utilized with 

agriculture to attract and disseminate information to journalists and non-media 

consumers.  The study indicated that those involved in agricultural industries were 

interested in how blogs functioned and what resources could be utilized in conjunction 

with this technology.  

Rhoades and Hall (2007) conducted the first agriculture-focused blog content 

analysis, which analyzed the characteristics of blogs in agriculture and what information 

the blogs contained pertaining to the industry.  This content analysis found agricultural 

blogs at the time were very young, ranged in subject matter, and were not updated as 

often as other studies had found about blogs focused on other subjects.   

The latest work that has been done related to blogs and agriculture focused on 

agricultural editors’ and broadcasters’ use of Web 2.0 and social media technologies 

(Rhoades & Aue, 2010).  The researchers found that those involved with agricultural 

communications understood the need to constantly adopt new technology, but had a hard 

time maintaining a blog.  The research participants did not understand the need to keep a 

blog current and updated with information that pertains to the subject matter of the blog 

(Rhoades & Aue, 2010).  
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Advocacy and Social Media in Agriculture 

The role of a public relations campaign is to create the appearance of advocacy, or 

to advocate (Edgett, 2002).  Directly, to advocate is the practice of embracing a stance 

that one is passionate about or to spread information, while producing an effect on behalf 

of an interest such as a person, group, or cause (Edgett, 2002).  Advocacy is the action 

that aims to change opinions or inform people about an issue, this may include events that 

gather support, raise money and recruit membership of a community for a cause 

(McHale, 2004).  

Social media has added an element of honesty and transparency to production 

agriculture practices, meaning people are being held to a new standard in a market that is 

dominated by consumers (Radke, 2011).  Some agriculturalists may understand the need 

for complete transparency, but it must be understood that anyone can establish a blog or 

other forms of social media; therefore, people can take others’ opinions as fact (Martin, 

2010). 

Public relations practices for agricultural commodity organizations and individual 

producers must be thought out and documented through a strategic communication plan.  

When creating a message of any kind intended to persuade or advocate on behalf of an 

organization or cause, the message needs to be matched with the overall strategic 

communications plan (Purnell, 1998).  A plan needs to outline the media outlets and 

personnel that will be utilized, when, who the audience is, and what tactics are intended 

to be applied when disseminating information (Purnell, 1998).  
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The power of social media has greatly influenced public relations’ common 

practices.  The vast reach of this technology has encouraged more industry connections to 

be made, created stronger relationships between practitioners or organizations’ publics 

and peers (Swallow, 2010).  This power and easily be misinterpreted, abused, or 

neglected.  The power of social media is greatly misunderstood by many industry leaders 

and has lead to the damage of many organizations’ reputations in recent years (Kietzman 

et al., 2011).  Many organizations are also reluctant to develop written policies and 

strategies for dealing with social media to allocate proper resources, and to develop a 

targeted mission in creating an active social media portfolio (Kietzman et al., 2011).  The 

training of public relations practitioners or other organizations’ employees on 

organization policies will better prepare an organization to handle daily social media 

activity and in a crisis situation (Jin & Cameron, 2007; Sweetser & Metzgar, 2007).   

Within agriculture, an example of the power of social media is the public outcry 

in early 2012 about lean finely textured beef or “pink slime.”  This Internet-

sensationalized story led to multiple direct attacks on the beef cattle industry and 

numerous companies that produced this 100% lean ground beef product (Quirk, 2012).  

The supply chains of agricultural products are often impacted by natural disasters, 

economic conditions, financial stability of an organization, political unrest, oil, 

commodity prices, quality issues and production capacity, and now social media 

(Gonzalez, 2012).   

Can what people say on Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, and blogs bring 
your supply chain operations to a halt — or even put your company out of 
business?  You bet it can, as the recent outcry over “pink slime” in beef 
shows. (Gonzalez, 2012, pp. 1)  
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Agricultural Commodity Groups and Check-Off Funded Programs 

Commodity groups were designed by farmers, cooperatives, and processers to 

provide information for the members, and promote a specific agricultural commodity to 

industry members and the general public.  These groups have been organized to provide a 

central location for information, internal and external communications, research, 

government lobbying, promotion, and marketing.  Many commodity groups are state 

organizations that associate with a national organization (Kamp & Kaier, 1999).  

Organizations such as the National Cattlemen’s Beef Association, National Pork 

Producer Council, National Corn Growers Association, American Soybean Association, 

American Sugar Alliance, and the National Cotton Council of America are examples of 

national commodity groups that provide guidance and resources to state organizations 

affiliated with the specific commodity. 

Check-off programs are funded by agricultural commodity taxes that are used to 

finance promotion, research, and other activities for a specific agricultural product 

(Alston, Freebairn, & James, 2002).  Almost every agricultural commodity has a check-

off organization dedicated to the promotion of the economic situation of the producers 

who fund the program (Williams, Editor, & Capps, 2006).  These programs often operate 

in conjunction or are closely related to the functions of a commodity group.  The 

programs involve producers’ opinions on tax rates and research projects for the check-off 

dollars (Williams et al., 2006).  Many of these programs work to develop and promote 

public relations and marketing campaigns such as “Got Milk?” or “Beef. It’s What’s for 

Dinner” to promote the commodity (Williams et al., 2006).  These organizations, like 
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others within agriculture are using social media, such as blogs, to connect with 

consumers and other producers (Sollman, 2011).  

 

Need for the Study 

As technology evolves, agriculturists need to stay current on advancements in 

communications, including social media.  Telling the story of agriculture through the use 

of social media technology has become a growing trend because individuals and 

organizations are able to reach a broader, more diverse audience (Anderson-Wilk, 2009).  

Developments in social media and other communication technologies have made two-

way communication more important, readily available, and demanded by consumers 

(Laurie, 2010).  Because of this, agricultural communicators need to be knowledgeable of 

the communication technologies that are being utilized to communicate about agricultural 

topics.  

U.S. agricultural commodity organizations are communicating to various publics 

and stakeholders with the aid of social media communication tools, specifically blogs.  

Rhoades and Hall (2007) stated that agriculture could not ignore social media technology 

and the usefulness of blogs any longer.  While the numbers of visits to blogs overall have 

decreased (Experian Marketing Service, 2011), this may or may not be true for 

agricultural blogs specifically (Rhoades &Aue, 2010).  Blogging and social media 

technologies are constantly evolving and the need to understand how people in 

agricultural industries are utilizing these tools is necessary to better understand the use 

and future direction of social media within these industries.  More research is needed to 
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better understand the motives and practices surrounding the use of blogs as an 

organizational communication tool.  This research is valuable to develop a better 

understanding of current social media communication practices within agriculture.  The 

results could then indicate how to encourage others to improve their online 

communication, specifically with blogs.  

 

Problem Statement 

Social media technologies can significantly influence the way information is 

disseminated and how these communication tools can be used for social interactions 

among various publics.  The impact of social media tools and other networking 

technologies are being felt throughout agricultural industries.   

U.S. agricultural commodity organizations are using social media to communicate 

with their various publics.  These tools are becoming a critical part of many strategic 

communication plans for commodity organizations.  As new communication technologies 

are being adopted in the industry, there is a need to understand why and how U.S. 

agricultural commodity organizations are utilizing social media, specifically blogs, to 

communicate information to their various publics.  The information commodity 

organizations are publishing through blogs is a form of two-way communication that 

allows people to communicate directly with experts.  Those who work within the 

agricultural communications field must remain aware of how audience members seek and 

obtain information about commodity organizations and the represented commodity.  
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It is not currently understood how U.S. agricultural commodity organizations are 

utilizing blogs to communicate with their membership and other publics.  Findings from 

this study will help U.S. agricultural commodity organizations and other agricultural 

communications professionals recognize the value of organizational blogging.  These 

results may help provide a better understanding about this social media technology as a 

meaningful communication tool to be used in agriculture.  

 

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework used in this study combines the theory of relationship 

management, contingency theory of accommodation, interactivity theory, and the theory 

of uses and gratifications.  Other studies in public relations have used these theories to 

research blogs, how people blog, and how stakeholders use Internet websites (Grunig, 

2009; Johnson & Kaye, 2009; Kelleher, 2008; Kelleher & Miller, 2006; Kent, 2008; Li, 

2005; Rhoades & Hall, 2007; Sweetser & Metzgar, 2007; Trammell, Tarkowski, 

Hofmokl, & Snapp, 2006; Waters, Friedman, Mills, & Zeng, 2011).  These theories along 

with past research created the theoretical framework needed to understand the use blogs 

by U.S. agricultural commodity organizations.  

The theory of relationship management is used in many fields – public relations, 

interpersonal relations, family relations, organizational studies, group dynamics, and 

more – as a central concept of managing the relationships between organizations and its 

key publics (Ledingham, 2000).  The theory is built around Grunig and Hunt’s (1984) 

definition of public relations, and this theory should encourage the study and practice of 
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public relations into nurturing and maintaining relationships with key publics rather than 

manipulating the publics (Ledingham, 2000).   

The theory of relationship management has become a dominant focus of public 

relations practitioners (Waters et al., 2011).  Relationship management focuses on 

developing relationships with emphasis on growth and cultivation of relationships with 

key publics.  The study of relationship management in public relations has been used to 

investigate organizations’ tactics to nurture and enhance relationships in regard to their 

publics (Waters et al., 2011).  Practitioners are using the Internet, specifically blogs to 

scan the environment, conduct research, frame messages, and disseminate persuasive 

messages to target publics (Kent, 2008; Waters et al., 2011). 

The theory of interactivity states that dialogue and interaction can develop 

between an organization and its publics (Scuncio, 2010; Smuts, 2009).  Behavior between 

the groups that are participating in the dialogue and the specific level of responsiveness 

must also be taken into consideration when discussing interactivity (Smuts, 2009).    

Smuts stated that if one group interacts with another group they must be “mutually 

responsive” (p2009, p. 65), neither group “completely controls each other” (p2009, p. 

65), and each group must be “completely random” (2009, p. 65).  

The use of interactivity has changed with use of the Internet, as interaction with 

the other individuals or organizations through social media, websites, or blogs has 

become a common practice (Smuts, 2009).  Establishing how interactivity actually 

happens is important for organizations or public relations professionals to understand 

when disseminating information via blogs (Kent, 2008; Smuts, 2009).  An example of the 
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different levels of the theory is comparing the difference in the levels of interactivity 

between blogs and advertisements (Kent, 2008).  Blogs have a higher level of 

interactivity than advertisements due to the dialogue that occurs (Kent, 2008).  

Contingency theory of accommodation focuses on the continuum from pure 

accommodation to pure advocacy (Cancel, Cameron, Sallot & Mitrook, 1997).  The 

theory provides an explanation for the decisions public relations practitioners make in 

establishing and maintaining relationships between organizations and their publics 

(Kelleher, 2008; Cancel et al., 1997).  In public relations, practitioners choose to 

represent an organization to its publics from a variety of positions, which can range on a 

continuum from pure accommodation to pure advocacy (Cancel et al., 1997).  Kelleher 

(2008) said this theory can be applied when practitioners are willing to enter into a 

dialogue with a public, rather than simply advocating.  In studies that researched 

organizational use of blogging, this theory has been used to determine the voice and 

willingness of practitioners to participate in a dialogue with their publics (Kelleher, 

2008).  

The theory of uses and gratifications (Katz, Blumler, & Gurevitch, 1974) is noted 

for allowing individuals to be creative when seeking information and media sources.  

People use media for several reasons including to gain information, personal identity, 

social interaction, and entertainment (Harwood, 1999).  The theory has been used in 

many fields to study media functions, but most recently, research using this theory has 

been based in social media and Internet uses (Katz et al., 1974; Matei, 2010). 
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Li (2005) supported the application of this theory when studying blogs because 

bloggers have a “higher cognitive consciousness of the expected gratification” (p. 21) 

from the blogs. The audience use of the blogs is different than other forms of media, as 

blogs require active participation (Li, 2005).  Little is known how audiences and bloggers 

utilize this theory as the study of blogs is still young, but this theory could explain 

audience’s participation and how bloggers become satisfied with posting (Li, 2005).  

Specifically, this theory allows researchers to explore how people use media to fulfill 

goals and gratifications that they expect to gain when using a certain form of media 

(Joinson, 2008).   

Purpose and Research Objectives 

The purpose of this study was to determine why and how U.S. agricultural 

commodity organizations are using blogs as a communication tool.  To achieve that 

purpose, the following research objectives were used:  

1. Describe how and why U.S. agricultural commodity organizations established 

blogs.  

2.  Describe how U.S. agricultural commodity organizations manage their blog 

content. 

3. Describe how U.S. agricultural commodity organizations use blogs as part of a 

strategic communication plan. 

4. Determine how and why U.S. agricultural commodity organizations use other 

social media tools in addition to blogs.  
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Limitations of the Study 

This study is limited to the selected U.S. agricultural commodity organizations 

under study and cannot be generalized to a larger population.  The study is also limited to 

studying one social media technology, blogging, even though many other forms of 

technology are available.  Nine organizations participated in this study.  Of those nine, 

five were classified as crop organizations; therefore, the population of this study may be 

influenced by this characteristic. 

 

Basic Assumptions 

Several assumptions were made when conducting the study.  First, it was assumed 

that the research participants were knowledgeable about blogging and the organization 

they represent.  It was also assumed that interviewed participants were honest when 

providing feelings and emotions regarding their organization’s usage of blogs and the 

individuals who served as bloggers.  Finally, it was assumed all participants involved in 

the study were able to understand the interviews because they were conducted in the 

English language.  
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Introduction 

 The first chapter of this thesis explained what social media is and how blogs are 

part of this new technology.  Agricultural organizations’ use of blogs appears to be a 

growing trend, yet little research has been conducted on how and why agricultural 

organizations are using this social media platform as a communication tool.  This chapter 

presents the conceptual framework for this study by introducing organizational blogging 

and explaining how and why it is used in various industries with increasing popularity. 

The conceptual framework also discusses public relations’ practices, with an emphasis on 

social media as a communication and public relations tool.  In addition, this chapter 

presents the theoretical framework for this study based on the theory of relationship 

management, contingency theory of accommodation, theory of interactivity, and the 

theory of uses and gratifications.   

 

Public Relations 

The working definition of public relations is “the management function that 

establishes and maintains mutually beneficial relationships between an organization and 

the publics on whom its success or failure depends” (Cutlip, Center & Broom, 1985, p. 

6).  Relationships between an organization and its publics demand continuously nurturing 

that two-way communication, which in turn will create successful mutually beneficial 
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relationships.  Public relations practitioners’ are to excite, inform, or manage various 

publics about the promotion of a specific good, service, or cause (Broom, 2009).    

 

Public Relations Models and History  

 Public relations was developed from four major models and continues to focus on 

these models: press agentry or propaganda, public information, two-way asymmetrical, 

and two-way symmetrical (Grunig & Hunt, 1994).  Press agentry or propaganda is a form 

of one-way communication that uses persuasion and manipulation to influence an 

audience for the benefit of the organization.  The public information model uses one-way 

communication to disseminate information about an organization through press releases 

and other one-way communication outlets.  The one-way asymmetrical model is similar 

to the propaganda model, but this model uses research to support an organization’s 

targeted one-way communication to persuade and manipulate an audience based on the 

needs and desires of an organization.  Finally, the two-way symmetrical model uses two-

way communication to understand the audiences’ desires and then communicates the 

organization’s aspirations based on research; this is the preferred model to guide public 

relations efforts (Grunig & Hunt, 1994).   

These models are also coupled with a four-step process known as RACE 

(research, action, communication, and evaluation).  Pairing the public relation models 

with the RACE process assists public relations practitioners and communicators when 

designing strategies and tactics for specifically targeted programs and campaigns 

(Matthews, 2010).  The RACE model describes examples for organizations to utilize 



                                            Texas Tech University, Madeline Moore, August, 2012 
 

 22 

primary or secondary sources to support an organization’s image or communication 

practices (Clark, 2000).  The RACE process supports the use of active two-way 

symmetrical communications between an organization and its publics (Clark, 2000).  

 Historically, public relations practitioners have been criticized for using the 

propaganda or press agentry models, both of which use some level of deception to 

achieve goals (Matthews, 2010).  While many practitioners and scholars are working to 

dismiss this perception, the current practice of public relations heavily utilizes the two-

way symmetrical model.  This two-way communication model serves the interest of both 

the organization and its publics involved if “organizations get more of what they want 

when they give up some of what they want” (Grunig & White, 1992, p. 13).  A level of 

persuasion will always be used in public relations, but persuasion may be used by internal 

and external publics to convince organizational management to comply with the publics’ 

desires (Grunig, 2001).  The level and type of persuasion is different than that of the other 

models, as the organization takes the public’s perspective and concerns into consideration 

(Grunig, 2001).  

 Strategic communications planning or management for public relations 

practitioners is crucial to manage messages intended for targeted publics (Grunig, 1992).  

Strategic communications merges the practice of public relations with the organizations 

overall strategic goals.  Strategic planning should not be restrictive, but should enrich the 

organization’s ability to communicate with publics.  An organization’s strategic 

communication plan should involve all employees and be continually refreshed to best fit 

the organization’s planned messages throughout all media outlets.  An organization’s 
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active participation in developing and using a strategic communications plan will help an 

organization truly understand its publics and potentially avoid a communications related 

crisis (Grunig, 1992).  

 

Social Media Background and Application in Public Relations   

The definition of social media is constantly evolving with the rapid advancement 

of technology (Evans, 2009).  Social media gives people the means to interact and be 

engaged in a topic or a discussion (Brogan, 2010). Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) stated 

that “social media is a group of Internet-based applications that build on the ideological 

and technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and exchange of 

User Generated Content” (p. 61).  User Generated Content (UGC) is the content that 

other consumers of social media utilize for personal reasons (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010).  

Each type of social media technology enhances a user’s ability to share and collaborate 

through a different medium to varying publics (Brogan, 2010).  Collaborative projects 

between users of social media have given people the power to spread knowledge, 

messages, and advocate for a cause in rapid manner that one person could not achieve 

alone.  

In the late 1970s, social media started in a very elementary form with the 

founding of the public access Internet, better known as the Bulletin Board System (BBS) 

(Kantor, 2003).  This system allowed Internet users to “exchange software, data, 

messages and news with each other” (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010, p. 60).  The first social 

networking site, Sixdegrees, started in 1997 and allowed members to create a profile page 
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and add friends to lists (Boyd & Ellison, 2007).  Social media grew and changed again as 

new social networking sites, such as Myspace in 2003 and Facebook in 2004, were 

developed (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010).   

To be effective, public relations practitioners must be cognizant and reactive to 

the ever-changing consumer environment that is influenced by the latest fads.  These 

societal fads include concepts, images, brands, perceptions, messages, and integrated 

marketing communications (Grunig, 2009).  While practitioners are responsible for 

developing relationships with various publics through these fads, many practitioners 

seem to be apprehensive to use social media as it may upset traditional practices.  The 

current outlets of communication are highly trusted means to build relationships and 

communicate effectively to primary and secondary publics and social media as a 

communication tool has not been thoroughly tested (Grunig, 2009).  

Grunig (2009) said public relations practitioners who have been early adopters of 

social media are finding great success with these technologies and are using social media 

to enhance the profession.  Practitioners are using receiving conference updates via social 

media and participate in webinars to improve their use of social media. Grunig (2009) 

also stated: 

Although many practitioners have simply transferred their traditional media 
skills and techniques to digital media, the new fascination with social media 
promises to have positive consequences for the public relations profession.  If the 
social media are used to their full potential, I believe they will inexorably make 
public relations practice more global, strategic, two-way and interactive, 
symmetrical or dialogical, and socially responsible. (p. 1)  
 

 Social media presents options for practitioners to create online communities that 

act as gathering places for individuals to interact, or for the publics and organizations to 
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directly participate in two-way communication (Herring et al., 2004).  Relationships with 

publics benefit from using these technologies because organizations can choose to 

directly reach publics they want to with targeted messages, services, or products (Herring 

et al., 2004).  Practitioners who partake in social media relationship building are also 

more likely to conduct communications with key publics in a symmetrical fashion rather 

than asymmetrical (Yang & Lim, 2009). 

Web-based media differs itself from that of traditional media as consumers can 

partake in the discussion, and the consumers’ perceived level of interactivity with social 

media is higher than that of traditional media (Jo & Kim, 2003). Social media builds and 

maintains relationships by being interactive, specifically by “enabling readers to post 

comments, blog soft-ware makes web pages truly interactive” (Herring et al., 2004, p. 

11).  Social media and blogging have been found to have higher levels of interactivity 

than other forms of Internet technology and consumer relations (Xifra & Huertas, 2008).   

The potential growth and opportunities that social media has to connect, build, 

and maintain relationships for public relations practitioners have not been fully exploited 

(Herring et al., 2004).  Practitioners appear to have encountered some difficulty when 

utilizing this typically “free” communication technology to build relationships and 

communicate to target publics (Wright & Hinson, 2008).  The concept of losing control 

of a message and allowing consumers and targeted publics to drive interest to a story or 

message has been a challenge for traditional public relations practitioners.  Current public 

relations “requires understanding how your key constituents are gathering and sharing 
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information then influencing them at key points.  Doing so requires strategies that 

embrace the digital age” (Key, 2005, p. 19).  

Social media is built largely upon the content of ratings, reviews, and comments 

of consumer opinions and experiences (Evans, 2009).  These consumer opinions are 

providing a greater impact on other consumers’ opinions or beliefs about a product or 

service of a company when conducting research online (Pang & Lee, 2008).  The level of 

consumer influence has impacted how some communication professionals do their jobs 

and this technology has even ruined businesses that are not prepared to handle the effects 

of social media (Kietzman, Hermkens, McCarthy, & Silvestre, 2011).  All too often, 

organizations have ignored an opportunity or a threat presented by customers or publics.  

This has lead to many organizations fighting battles with social media platforms they do 

not understand or cannot compete with (Kietzman et al., 2011; Kaplan & Haenlein, 

2010).   

 

Blogging as a Professional Communication Tool 
 

All communication tools have multiple strengths and weaknesses.  Blogs in 

particular are proving to be a successful communication tool as it gives organizations 

new ways to conduct research, environmental monitoring, issue management, and word-

of-mouth information sharing (Colliander & Dahlén, 2011; Thorson & Rodgers, 2006).  

Blogging has become a highly fashionable form of communication among a variety of 

publics and organizations (Colliander & Dahlén, 2011).  Blogs are websites that use a 

personal voice, generally contain a higher level of usability, and provide a way to gather 
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information quickly and timely (Adamic & Glance, 2005; Kent, 2008).  This technology 

and other forms of social media may be considered Internet hype, yet the decision to 

participate in social media, specifically blogging, needs to be made on an individual 

organizational basis to allow and encourage more feedback from the publics who are 

reading the blog postings and interacting (Merry, 2010).  Blogs contain an archive of 

information along with readers comments, which is demonstrates this technology’s 

ability to maintain a consistent messages and information dissemination as compared to 

other forms of social media (Kent, 2008). 

 

Types of Blogs and Bloggers 

 Kent (2008) described two types of blogs: traditional and news.  Traditional blogs 

are read by a select group of followers and are written with a narrow audience in mind, 

while news blogs report news items and report on stories that are breaking or current 

news.  News blogs allow for continual information streams and permit readers to 

comment and discuss the newsworthiness of a story.   

Visiting a news reporting website and a blogging news site do not appear to be all 

that different: they both gather information from outside sources; both sites use headlines 

and abstracts to draw readers attention; most of the news sites and blogging sites are free, 

but may require a subscription; and both websites contain some level of advertising, the 

motives for advertising are different, but they still exist (Kent, 2008).  People use both 

news reporting sites and blogging sites for news-like information. Blogging sites that 
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appear as a news site can often give readers an idea of a set agenda or propaganda by an 

organization. 

The 2011 State of the Blogosphere study defined five categories of bloggers: the 

Hobbyist, Professional Part-Time, Professional Full-Time, Corporate, and Entrepreneurs. 

(State of the Blogosphere, 2011).  The Hobbyist bloggers are the majority of bloggers 

(60%), blog for personal reasons, and are not paid.  The Professional Part-Time and Full-

Time bloggers blogged on technology and personal topics; they represented 18% of the 

2011 study population.  Corporate bloggers blog for an organization or employer full-

time, and made up the smallest percentage of bloggers sampled (8%).  Corporate 

bloggers are employed by organizations to produce content about technology or the 

organization.  The Entrepreneurs, who comprised 13% of the sample, blogged on behalf 

of a company or organization they own.   

These bloggers determined the success of their blogs in different ways. Nearly 

half (42%) of the Professional Full-Time, Corporate, and Entrepreneurs measured success 

by the number of unique visitors (State of the Blogosphere, 2011).  While 38% of 

Professional Part-Time bloggers determined their level of success by the amount of 

revenue they earned, 69% of Hobbyists cited personal satisfaction is how they measure 

success.  The State of the Blogosphere researchers found that the primary reason people 

blogged was to “share expertise and experiences with others” (p. 1). 
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Critique of Blogging 

In 2004, the Merriam-Webster dictionary and CNN news declared “blog” as the 

word of the year (Thompson, 2006).  As with most other forms of technology, blogging 

has evolved from discussing a blog author’s daily life to serving as an informational tool 

for some consumers (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010).  The 2004 presidential election 

demonstrated a monumental moment for the continued success and growth of blogs 

(Adamic & Glance, 2005).  Political blogs during the 2004 election were used as part of 

the grass-root effort to draw in supporters and increase fundraising efforts from the 

candidates’ websites.  Blogs have become an attractive form of social media for users and 

readers as they give people a way to express themselves, experience social interactions 

with others, while still being able to control their communications with the social media 

community (Herring et al., 2004).  This technology has multiple benefits to the blog 

authors and the publics, but with every positive form of technology there are some 

downfalls.  Blogging has many negative aspects, such as messages that cannot be 

controlled, are ignored, or are labeled as propaganda targeted publics (Kent, 2008).   

Since the first websites launched as personal blogging sites, the content and 

ability to post has also changed.  Kent (2008) stated that the original blog posts were 

written to read like a personal diary, while the modern blog posts have changed to 

resemble media news sites that feature current events, hyperlinks and additional sources 

of information.  Kwai Fun IP and Wagner (2008) divided the blogging evolution into 

“three generations,” the first being blogs that were personal diaries that aimed to be a 

“log of the web” (p. 243).  The second generation featured software with more similarity 
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to word-processing software and the ability to permalink each blog post.  The current 

generation is one that works to build and maintain relationships with blog readers and 

other bloggers.  Blogs have evolved with other forms of social media to have a user-

friendly interface and encourage bloggers to be creative in what to post.  Another 

improvement to modern blogging software contains “threaded dialogue,” which allows 

readers to comment on a post (Lenhart, 2006). 

The ease of use and enjoyment were two reasons why certain blogs appear to be 

more popular than others (Hsu & Lin, 2008). Hsu and Lin found that enjoyment had the 

highest influencing factor, while usability of a blog format was second highest 

influencing factor; it seemed to have no effect on the use of the blog analyzed.  Hsu and 

Lin stated that their finding related to the usability of blogs was consistent to that of 

pervious research.  Du and Wager (2006) found the usability of blog web pages is a 

unique feature as compared to other web pages because blogging web pages contain 

archives, chronological order, and the ability to search through blog posts and comments 

(Xifra & Huertas, 2008). 

One of blogging’s largest areas of criticism is the lack of transparency and 

creditability of bloggers (Colliander & Dahlén, 2011).  Bloggers can exaggerate the 

significance attached to messages. Blog followers interpret the messages as they see fit; 

therefore, messages can change meaning, be distorted, and rapidly spread over the 

Internet (Kent, 2008).   

Blog readers develop relationships that have been termed “frail” as many bloggers 

write with strong opinions and bias (Colliander & Dahlén, 2011).  Being a journalist 
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implies that that someone has conducted background research, will post corrections, and 

gathers information from a variety of sources.  Blog readers often treat bloggers as 

journalists, while 65% of bloggers do not consider themselves to be journalists, 84% of 

blogging sites have infrequent posts, barely half of all bloggers (56%) check their facts, 

only 65% of bloggers will post corrections, and the majority of bloggers (95%) get their 

news from the Internet (Lenhart, 2006).   

Blogs have been suggested as a useful tool to engage in dialogue and feedback 

with readers or targeted publics (Yang & Lim, 2009).  Igniting dialogue between groups 

of people is crucial in building and maintaining relationships between.  Working to 

establish a form of a dialogue can be a struggle for some bloggers, but for some, dialogue 

has been a way for the bloggers to profile and specifically target readers (Yang & Lim, 

2009).  Blogs better link the authors and the reader as compared to traditional websites, 

and give organizations or users of this technology a more viable option to build 

relationships as compared to websites (Seltzer & Mitrook, 2007).   

 

Blogging in Businesses and Organizations  
 

Blogs used by organizations or businesses typically are established to share news, 

product or service updates, or to allow for consumer or publics to connect with the 

business or organization (Scoble & Isreal, 2006).  For organizations and the targeted 

publics, blogs offer a direct channel for maintaining and developing relationships 

(Kelleher & Miller, 2006). Blogs serve as a way for these organizations to disseminate 

information and conduct two-way communication with their publics (Merry, 2011). 
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Organizational blogs are maintained by a person who posts at an official or 

semiofficial capacity for a specific organization (Kelleher & Miller, 2006).  The blogs are 

endorsed explicitly or implicitly by a specific organization.  The blog posts are written 

and posted by a person who is perceived by publics to be affiliated with the designated 

organization (Kelleher & Miller, 2006). 

Educational organizations are utilizing this form of technology to enhance the 

opportunities for students and teachers to share resources and facilitate communication 

(Byington, 2011).  Blogs are appealing for information sharing purposes such as 

classrooms or for distance educational opportunities, as interested publics can use this 

technology over a wide geographic area.  This technology allows for collaborate efforts 

between students and other parties to easily share informational resources, it also allows 

educators to direct students or other parties to a single source and that communication can 

take place through that source, such as a blog through comments or the use of multiple 

authors (Byington, 2011).  

In persuasive communication, blogs are being used by organizations for extreme 

marketing campaigns and targeted attacks on the competition to draw customers into a 

brand or to a product (Kent, 2008).  These blogging campaigns are connecting with 

customers and new publics to share the latest scientific research, monitor the 

environment, and manage knowledge.  Blogs appear to be an effective means for 

establishing and maintaining relationships for organizations that want to create 

relationships built on the foundation of sharing information (Seltzer & Mitrook, 2007).   
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Blogging and creating relationships for an organization needs to be done with 

critical thinking and a detailed communication plan.  Seltzer and Mitrook (2007) found 

that public relations practitioners who are blogging on behalf of an organization to a 

targeted public with an already established relationship have the ability to create new 

relationships daily.  The relationships created through a blog allow for the blog to be 

effectively utilized during and after a crisis situation (Sweetser & Metzgar, 2007).  

However, Merry (2011) said many organizations are not taking full advantage of the 

unique attributes of blogs and recommended that these organizations work to promote 

interactivity throughout the blog posts and to incorporate more personalized content.  

Blogs allow for frequent updates to be made from almost any device with an 

Internet connection (Sweeter & Metzgar, 2007).  These updates typically are short and 

relay a personal tone to readers.  This technology allows for open and transparent 

relationships to be created or maintained, which can be an effective tool to disseminate 

information and continue to maintain critical relationships with various publics in a crisis 

situation.  These relationships with readers could prove to be a beneficial way to 

communicate information quickly, in a timely manner, and in detail during a crisis 

situation (Sweetser & Metzgar, 2007).   

Merry (2010) found that environmental organizations that have greater funding 

sources have a wider array of blogs and better quality overall.  However, Merry (2010) 

concluded that more heavily funded organizations had lost touch with their publics and 

were just blogging on subjects that appeared to be of interest to their organization, not 

their publics.  Losing touch with an organization’s publics may be easier to control if 
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public relations practitioners understand who and what the blog reader desires from the 

blog.  Public relations practitioners who focus on personalized content for blog posts 

should have strategy for long-term success (Merry, 2010).  

 

Employee Blogging  

A growing trend in blogging is for organizations to encourage their employees to 

blog about the business or organization.  Major organizations to small businesses see the 

value hosting a blog to allow for interactions with publics.  Some scholarly work states 

that organizational blogs are phony due to the blog being hosted by an organization, not 

an individual person, and are not personal in nature (Herring et al., 2004).  Others view 

blogs that allow employees to post about the organization are transparent and personal 

(Kelleher & Miller, 2006). 

Wright and Hinson (2006, 2007, 2008) conducted three studies analyzing 

organizations employees’ use of blogs.  The follow up study (Wright & Hinson, 2009) 

sought to identify the positives and negatives associated with employee blogs.  They 

concluded that the positive attributes of employee blogs clearly offset the negative 

factors.  The employees studied during this time period wrote more positively about their 

employer rather than citing negative information about the employer through blog 

postings.  The original employee blogging study showed that employees agreed that it 

was ethical for employers to monitor, take necessary action, and conduct research on 

organization-sanctioned blogs (Wright & Hinson, 2006).  The studies revealed that 

employees were concerned about the ethics of employee blogging. The researchers study 
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concluded that the previous three studies showed employee bloggers concerns revolved 

around organizations monitoring, taking necessary action, and conducting research on the 

employees’ blogs (Wright & Hinson, 2009). In 2009, the Wright and Hinson study 

showed that the participating employees no longer approved of their employer 

monitoring their blogs.  

Major corporations such as Sun Microsystems and Microsoft have both 

encouraged employee blogging (Kelleher & Miller, 2006).  Sun Microsystems want their 

employees to write about anything, as transparency is what the organization considers a 

competitive edge.  Microsoft views their employee blog as an opportunity to influence 

the public’s perception of the organization (Kelleher & Miller, 2006).  

 

Organizational Blogging 

Organizational blogging has been found to be a source for creating an online 

community for various publics (Jackson, Yates, & Orlikowski, 2007).  The ability of 

members of a community to seek more useful answers and more in-depth information 

gathering increase as a blogging community’s strength grows.  Also, members of the 

audience who participate in the blog expand their level of knowledge sharing among the 

other members of the organization’s blog (Jackson et al., 2007).  

The tone with which organizations use when blogging can impact the 

effectiveness of the information shared through the blogs (Kelleher & Miller, 2006; 

Levine, Locke, Searls, & Weinberger, 2001).  Kelleher and Miller (2006) found that 

organizational blogs that used a conversational tone throughout the blog postings 
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appeared to be a more effective in communicating than traditional organizational 

newsletter-type material that was available online.  Organization blog that use a 

conversational tone and have developed a loyal following of readers may find success 

communicating valuable information to primary and secondary publics through blogs 

(Keller & Miller, 2006). Levine et al., (2001) found that traditional corporate or 

organizational communication does not contain a human-like voice or tone.  Blogs do 

allow for organizations to communicate with characteristics such as humor, admitting 

mistakes, treating others as humans, and providing links to competitors (Weinberger, 

2002).  

Seltzer and Mitrook (2007) conducted a study focused on computer-mediated 

communications that utilize the principles that allow for dialogic relationships to form 

between the organization and the public.  These relationships focused on the use of the 

dialogic loop that has an easy-to-use interface, the conservation of visitors, and the 

continued generation or return visits and providing useful information to publics (Seltzer 

& Mitrook 2007).  The researchers concluded that blogs would be more beneficial in 

creating online relationships with publics as compared to traditional websites, but 

continual effort needs to be made to create and establish these relationships through this 

form of online communications (Seltzer & Mitrook, 2007).  The researchers also found 

that bloggers need to maintain a strong, independent voice, yet the messages presented 

through the blog must be consistent with that of the organization’s greater mission 

(Seltzer & Mitrook, 2007).  They concluded: 

Public relations practitioners who are versed in two-way symmetrical 
communication skills and who are knowledgeable of the organization and 
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its publics should be capable of practicing the type of excellent public 
relations that effective blogging demands, thus allowing the weblog to 
reach its full dialogic potential in online relationship building. (Seltzer & 
Mitrook, 2007, p. 229)  
 

 

Blogging in Public Relations 

Public relations practitioners have a new outlet to persuade a public or frame an 

issue in a certain light (Kent, 2008; Thorson & Rodgers, 2006).  Blogs have become an 

attractive form of social media for users and readers as they give people a way to express 

themselves, experience social interactions with others, while still being able to control 

their communications with the social media community (Herring et al., 2004).   

With the continued use of social media, especially blogging, the impact of social 

media on communication practices is continually changing (Wright & Hinson, 2009).  

Blogs have an impact on the science of the communication process that challenges 

several well established models and theories that are actively used in public relations.  

The practice of blogging challenges the theories of two-step follow theory, conceptual 

model, agenda setting, spiral of silence, and excellence theory (Wright & Hinson, 2009).   

Blogs are transforming how people understand and practice communication (Wright & 

Hinson, 2009).  This technology is also changing how public relations practices and 

practitioners communicate with publics and target audiences (Scoble & Isreal, 2006).  

Organizations’ blogs typically are tied to public relations efforts that focus on 

relationship building and maintenance as that is largely what this communication tool 

does for organizations (Wright & Hinson, 2009).  Porter, Sweester-Trammell, Chung, and 

Kim (2006) found that blogs were not being used as a standard public relations 
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communication tool, but other researchers have recommended, more recently, that 

organizations develop new communication strategies to specifically target audiences 

through social media and blogging (Wright & Hinson, 2008 & 2009).  

Blogs promote democracy, opening a dialogue between groups in the public 

sphere, while continuing public relations practices by utilizing two-way communication 

(Xifra & Huertas, 2008). Trust is an essential part of relationships between publics and 

organizations.  Public relations practitioners work diligently to build trust and a 

reputation for their clients.  Much of this trust is built through the medium used to 

disseminate a specifically targeted message (Yang & Lim, 2009).  Public relations 

practitioners, or communicators in a public relations role, who use blogs will try to 

communicate a message with a personal voice, creating an immediacy and intimacy with 

selected publics (Yang & Lim, 2009). Blog authors who produce information that is 

timely, interesting, and factual will create a loyal audience that trusts the source of 

information (Porter et al., 2006).  Untrained organizational bloggers will produce a 

message that is uncontrolled and untargeted to specific audiences, which left 

unmonitored, can cause damage to an organization’s reputation and image (Kent, 2008). 

Public relations practitioners have described blogs as a tool that can influence 

individuals and publics (Edelman & Intelliseek, 2005; Kent, 2008).   In a study of 

bloggers’ power, Porter et al. (2006) found that practitioners who were utilizing blogs felt 

they had more power in the sense of expertise and prestige than those who were not 

blogging.  These practitioners reported they held power in relationships that they created 

through their blogs (Porter et al., 2006). 
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Kent (2008) said the single greatest strength of blogs and the most important trait 

to public relations practitioners is the ability for publics to participate in the framing of 

online news and other information.  The ability of blog authors to influence publics 

through social media and blogs is greater than other mediums because publics read blogs 

with developed opinions and prior knowledge.  Public relations practitioners have a great 

ability to conduct environmental monitoring for blogs, organizations and messages on the 

Internet (Kent, 2008).    

 

Blog Monitoring and Issue Framing 

Continual environmental monitoring of specific messages and blogs is crucial to 

blogging success (Seltzer & Mitrook, 2007). Organizations can scan quickly and conduct 

in-depth research into present and past concerns or excitement about a particular subject 

(Kent, 2008).  The amount of information that can be gathered or examined from blogs 

can help an organization detect a potential crisis or issue with a specific public (Kent, 

2008).  Blogs can also assist an organization in deciphering readers’ reactions and 

responses to a message or new product, search and archive information, and even aid in 

organizational research.  Blogs also serve the purpose of interacting with publics and 

being able to interact with various groups of people in real time (Kent, 2008).  This also 

enables these target publics to be exclusive knowledge holders prior to the mainstream 

media outlets (Kent, 2008).  

Environmental scanning and determining how practitioners frame issues can 

assist organizations or business about the state of their publics (Kent 2008).  Blogs can 



                                            Texas Tech University, Madeline Moore, August, 2012 
 

 40 

easily be written, threaded or hyperlinked with supporting details that can influence an 

individual’s opinions or beliefs.  Although blog readers often come to blogging sites with 

well-developed opinions and views about a specific subject, self-persuasion and influence 

are still large components of successful messages on blogs (Kent, 2008).  Blog readers 

have an established opinion, and are becoming involved in sharing and expanding upon 

their developed ideas or beliefs through these technologies; therefore, practitioners are 

creating different messages or framing issues differently when communicating through 

blogs (Kent, 2008).   

Allowing or encouraging visitors to an organization’s Web site to participate in 
how online news and information is framed is possibly the greatest strength of 
blogs and the feature of the most important to public relationships practitioners.  
Research on framing and agenda setting has shown that the ability to control what 
individuals see, is the first step to controlling what people think. (Kent, 2008, p. 
36) 
 
 

Information Sharing on Blogs 

Blogs appear to be as powerful as word-of-mouth for spreading messages 

(Colliander & Dahlén, 2011; Kent, 2008; Thorson & Rodgers, 2006).  Word-of-mouth or 

consumer-to-consumer communications impact brands, and have been a major emphasis 

for marketing campaigns since the 1950’s (Kozinets, De Valck, Wojniccki, & Wilner, 

2010; Thorson & Rodgers, 2006).  Word-of-mouth information sharing is not just limited 

to customers, but to legal voters as well.  Political campaigns in 2004 relied heavily on 

blogs to divulge information to grass-root supporters and encourage campaign funding 

(Adamic & Glance, 2005; Thorson & Rodgers, 2006). Political blogs also stimulate 
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readers to post their personal opinions regarding the candidate, which then typically will 

influence others via electronic word-of-mouth sharing (Thorson & Rodgers, 2006). 

Political campaigns have realized the ease of use of blogging technology, along 

with the ability to encourage campaign supporters to donate financial support through the 

blogging website (Adamic & Glance, 2005).  Political blogs such as the Drudge Report, 

Feedster, BlogPluse, and Technorati were some of the first to join social media and 

mainstream media during and after the 2004 elections (Adamic & Glance, 2005). These 

blogs were quick to present stories and information about political figures prior to the 

mainstream media; these blog posts were often featured later as breaking news for the 

mainstream media.  Bloggers who were the first to break major new stories or fact-check 

other mainstream media outlets have developed an audience that considers them to be 

credible and responsible journalists (Adamic & Glance, 2005). 

 

Social Media and Blogging in Agriculture 

Facebook and other social media outlets are being utilized by agricultural 

communicators to disseminate information about agricultural issues (Graybill, 2010).  

Graybill (2010) researched agricultural communicators’ use of Facebook as a way to 

share information and create social movements.  The results indicated that agricultural 

communicators were not limited to using just one form of social media, but were active 

on many platforms such as blogs (Graybill, 2010).  The benefit of using social media to 

share information for the agricultural Facebook group administrators was that these forms 

of communications have relatively little cost associated with them.  Also, using a variety 
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of social media outlets draws a larger audience to the issues in different ways (Graybill, 

2010).  

Rhoades and Aue (2010) examined the use of blogging technologies and the use 

of other social media platforms by those involved with agricultural communications. 

They asked a sample of agricultural editors what online and social media sources they 

utilized to gain information and found that there was little interest or need to utilize 

blogging technology to spread information to an agriculturally based public (Rhoades & 

Aue, 2010).  The research also indicated that the agricultural editors and their supporting 

staff found it difficult to regularly update or maintain a blogging website (Rhoades & 

Aue, 2010).  

A study focused on agricultural students and teacher relations through blogging 

examined blogs being used in the classroom to host discussions (Settle, Telg, Irani, 

Baker, Rhoades, & Rutherford, 2011).  The students’ perspective of future importance of 

blogs in their careers ranked high as compared to other forms of social media.  

Agricultural educators were applying the use of social media technologies, such as blogs, 

in the classroom to show students the importance non-Facebook forms of social media 

will place on their future careers (Settle et al., 2011).   

 

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework that supports this study includes the theory of 

relationship management, contingency theory of accommodation, interactivity theory, 

and the theory of uses and gratifications.  The use of these theories has been documented 
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in past blogging research, and establish a framework with which to explore U.S. 

agricultural commodity organizations use of blogs as a communication tool.  

 
Relationship Management Theory 
 
 The theory of relationship management works to define the quality of 

relationships that an organization has with its publics as a measure of the public relations’ 

function’s success (Ferguson, 1984).  The theory was developed on the grounds of 

examining relationships within communities, businesses, and fundraising (Ferguson, 

1984).  The theory originally sought to understand how organizations created and 

maintained relationship with their publics.  These constructs were broken down 

depending on the area of emphasis such as in community, business, or fundraising.  This 

theory has allowed the practice of public relations to focus more on the growth and 

continued development of relationships (Ledingham & Bruning, 1998).   The theory 

gained popularity due to the focus of public relations practitioners working to create 

better relationships with consumers, and consumers demanding that organizations listen 

to their demands and needs (Sallot, Lyon, Acosta-Alzuru, & Jones, 2003).   

Within public relations, relationship management theory is consistent with 

theoretical concepts such as the systems theory and two-way symmetrical model (Grunig 

& Hunt 1984).  This theory also stresses that practitioners need to develop strategic 

planning and other managerial processes when working between organizations and their 

publics (Ledingham, 2003). Through a content analysis of the Journal of Public 

Relations, the theory of relationship management was the second most common 

perspective used in academics analyzing prospective public relations (Sallot et al., 2003).  
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The application of relationship management theory in public relations practice has been 

highly successful (Ki & Hon, 2007).   

Public relations practices that focus on the use of relationship management theory 

have found success in creating and maintaining relationships with targeted publics (Ki & 

Hon, 2007).  Positive relationships have developed with the use of this theory on publics 

along with improvements in behavior and attitudes within publics studied (Ki & Hon, 

2007).  Grunig, Grunig, & Dozier (2002) found in The Excellence Study that positive, 

long-term relationships are a value to public relations and organizations due to the 

positive behaviors that are associated with long-term relationships. These benefits are 

sales, donations, favorable legislation, and high performance among employees.  Long-

term positive relationships also were found to prevent unsupportive behaviors, which 

could lead to organizational litigation, boycotts, and government regulation.  Preventing 

negative relationships with publics allows organizations to operate at the highest level of 

effectiveness.   

Many theorists have worked to establish and develop academic work pertaining to 

organizational-public relationships.  The model first used by Millar and Rogers (1987), 

they purposed a nine indexes for measuring relations.  These nine attributes were then 

adapted by Ballinger (1991) and used in his model of public-organizational relationships.  

Ballinger added the dimensions of communications behaviors, and relational outcomes to 

the model.   The Ballinger model was used to understand public-organizational 

relationships.  
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Table 2.1 
 
Ballinger’s (1991) Relational Model of Public-Organizational Relationships  

 Intimacy Trust Control 
 
Perceptions Dependence Confidence Power 
 
Communications 
Behaviors Frequency Openness Dominance 
 
Relational 
Outcomes Knowledge Reciprocity Functionality 

 

Ballinger’s (1991) modified model is a nine-cell form that integrates intimacy, 

trust, control, perceptions, communication behaviors, and relational outcomes (Broom, 

Casey, & Ritchey, 1997; Ledingham, 2000).  To improve the idea of relationship 

management or organizational-public relationships, researchers have said that links 

between those involved in relationships should be added to the model (Broom et al., 

1997; Ledingham, 2000). 

Organizational-Public Relationships and the theory of relationship management of 

online mediated communication have major implications on the actions of organizations 

and their publics such as local and national political actions (Levenshus, 2010).  

“Relationship management theory focuses on managing organization-public relationships 

(OPR) that could produce benefits for both organizations and their key publics” 

(Levenshus, 2010, p. 315). 

Relationship management theory has been studied utilizing strategies and tactics 

with publics in a physical setting, but limited work has been done analyzing online-

virtual communications (Waters & Bortree, 2011; Waters et al., 2011; Briones, Kuch, 
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Liu, & Jin, 2010; Merry, 2010; Sallot et al., 2003). The current research pertaining to the 

use of relationship management theory has been with the use of Internet mediated 

technology (Levenshus, 2010).  Research has not kept up with the increased use of online 

communications as applied this theory to examine organizational relationship 

management practices (Waters, 2008; Waters & Bortree, 2011; Ki & Hon 2009). When 

researching online communication, this theory concentrates on the use of two-way 

communication and discussions between the organizations and the publics (Levenshus, 

2010).  The application of this theory has been a challenge because organizations and 

publics both have preexisting assumptions and expectations about which form of media 

will be used to communicate to targeted publics from an organization and vise versa 

(Levenshus, 2010). The various media channels technologies, such as social media and 

print media.  These media types have influenced the expectations of both organizations 

and its publics as organizations expect certain publics to embrace specific media outlets 

such as an older generation prefers print media and a younger generation likes to receive 

information through social media (Levenshus, 2010).  Due to the organizations 

continuing to produce information for these publics in this manner, the publics expect to 

receive information. 

The study of organizational relationship management has been broken down into 

various sections such as: leadership (Bull, 2003), culture (Eagle & Kitchen, 2000), 

message development (Duncan & Moriarty, 1998), and interactivity (Grönroos, 2004).  

These factors determine how an organization develops and maintains relationships with 
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the target audiences throughout all forms of communication on behalf of the organization 

(Waters et al., 2011).  

Relationships need to be properly maintained to ensure continued success for 

organizations (Ledingham, 2003).  Five strategy factors discuss interpersonal 

relationships rather than organizations, these factors were adapted by Hon & Grunig 

(1999) and include how individuals rate a relationship, not by organizational influences.  

An organizational focus can easily be adapted to the factors by placing an emphasis on 

communication strategies (Kelleher & Miller, 2006; Hon & Grunig; 1999; Ledingham, & 

Bruning, 1998; Levenshus, 2010). The factors are positivity (interactions that are done in 

a cheerful manner); openness (discussing expectations and requirements for the 

relationship); assurances (communicating the reasons to continue the relationship); social 

networks (depending upon those relationships in common); sharing tasks (assisting others 

with responsibilities for a common good) (Canary & Stafford, 1994).  

 

Interactivity Theory 
 

 Rogers (1986) defined the theory of interactivity occurs when a communication 

system, such as a computer, converses with a person.  The sender can interact with the 

receiver, and this creates a form of interpersonal communications (Rogers, 1986).  

Interactivity has also been said to be the level of control that communications participants 

have over the communications process and how they adept to this process (William, Rice, 

& Rodgers, (1988).  The theory of interactivity has developed to its current use of how 

the Internet differs from that of other forms of mass media (Thorson & Rodgers, 2006).  
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According to Smuts (2011), interactivity must be reactive and responsive in a way that is 

not completely controllable or completely random. Lui and Shrum (2002) said 

interactivity is “the degree to which two or more communications parties can act on each 

other, on the communications medium, and on the message and the degree to which such 

influences are synchronized” (p. 54).  

 This theory has developed as the possibilities of new media forms have continued 

to emerge and give publics various opportunities to take advantage of the Internet and its 

applications (Boczkowaski & Mitchelstein, 2011). The features and applications of the 

Internet or new media present exciting interactive options that give people a feeling of 

empowerment and control over their media choices.  The theory of interactivity is the key 

element of new media, such as online newspapers and other online media. 

 Due to the nature of blogs and the Internet, these online media provide a form of 

mediated interpersonal interactions, or user-to-user interactivity, by allowing comments 

and communications between the blog author and visitors to the blog (Thorson & 

Rodgers, 2006).  This technology also offers a potential to create interpersonal 

interactions or user-to-document interactivity by reading blog posts and a perceived level 

of interaction between the blog author and anyone who reads a public blog posting.  With 

the user-to-document aspect, individuals may not utilize interactive features (Thorson & 

Rodgers, 2006). 

Individuals can and may take advantage of the various interactive components 

that blogs offer to communicate with blog authors or other readers; this is recognized by 

the user-to-user perspective (Thorson & Rodgers, 2006). The increased level of features 
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such as hyperlinking, word processing and image sharing may influence how individuals 

perceive and process the blogging site and the content present (Du & Wagner, 2006).  

 Multiple researchers are currently using the theory of interactivity, but many 

scholars have different views on how to conceptualize the theory (Lui & Shurm, 2002; 

Smuts, 2011).  What researchers are using those to explore this theory is the three 

dimensions of interactivity are active control, two-way communication, and 

synchronicity (Lui & Shurm, 2002; Smuts, 2011).  Active control is described as 

“voluntary and instrumental action that directly influences the controller’s experience” 

(Lui & Shurm, 2002, p. 54). This dimension applied to Internet users is a network of 

linked contacts in which an individual can choose to actively interact with preselected 

networks.  Internet users are able to customize and control the information that is viewed 

or produced through the Internet and individuals’ networks (Lui & Shurm, 2002).   

Two-way communication is a dimension that allows two individuals or an 

organization and a public to communicate (Lui & Shurm, 2002).  Internet technologies 

allow for instant feedback, track individuals’ behavior, and gage publics’ interests and 

desires, which is an improvement from traditional forms of media.   

The final dimension of this theory is synchronicity.  This dimension refers to the 

degree that users contribute messages into a communication system and what messages 

the user receive in return (Lui & Shurm, 2002).  This interpersonal relationship happens 

simultaneously (Lui & Shurm, 2002).  The use of Internet technologies makes 

communications more synchronized (Lui & Shurm, 2002).  
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 Three primary research areas for this theory include human-to-human, human-to-

document, and human-to-system interactions (McMillan, 2002).  These three research 

areas contain differentiating characteristics that separate category to better understand the 

theory of interactivity (McMillan, 2002). Interactivity has multiple forms and each of the 

areas utilizes different parts of the given characteristics (McMillan, 2002).  

The theory of interactivity can be examined by using a focus of human-to-human 

perspective, which applies the theory to interpersonal communication perspectives.  This 

approach examines the mediated interactions between individuals (McMillan, 2002; Lui 

& Shurm, 2002).  User-to-document interactivity concentrates on how individuals 

“interact with documents and the creators of those documents” (McMillan, 2002, p. 169). 

The Internet allows for a quick, continuous response for messages to and from 

individuals or other parties and increases the interactivity experiences between users (Lui 

& Shurm, 2002).  Human-to-system category analyzes how users of a content delivery 

system process information that they have seen (Rafaeli, 1998).  

 The level of interactivity is likely to draw attention or deter individuals from 

participating in a form of social media including blogs (Due & Wagner, 2006). 

Interactivity can be influenced by website layout and design, or how a user sees and 

interacts with a content system such as a webpage.  With the increased use of social 

media, the theory of interactivity has modified to fit the changing communications 

systems (Du &Wagner, 2006).  The level and type of interactivity in blogs has been 

determined to be highest in journal-type blogs (Herring et al., 2004).   Users can 
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experience social interaction with the producer of the content, while still allowing the 

user to have control over the way the system is used (Herring et al., 2004).   

Organizational blogging differs from that of traditional blog in how publics use 

the websites to gain information.  The theory of interactivity promotes greater 

organizational brand learning as better information is presented to the publics who utilize 

the blog or Internet application (Dou & Krishnamurthy, 2007).  

 A study of public relation practitioners who were utilizing blogs found that 

practitioner’s blogs lacked a high level of interactivity (Porter, Sweester, & Chung, 

2009).  The researchers found that blogs written with a personal tone had higher 

interactivity (Porter et al., 2009), but due to the majority of the blogs being impersonal in 

nature the blog used by public relations practitioners were not utilized by users the same 

way that blogs that contain higher interactivity.   Yang and Lim (2009) found that when 

blogs and other web-based content is written with a higher level of staged interactivity 

and personal tone, the publics portray the particular website was being more transparent 

and credible.  

 

Contingency Theory of Accommodation 
 

Contingency theory of accommodation suggests that communication practices 

between an individual and organization can exist anywhere on a continuum from pure 

advocacy to pure accommodation (Cancel, Cameron, Sallott, & Mitrook, 1997).  For an 

organization to understand where they are on the continuum will assist them in better 

communicating with their publics.  Pure advocacy sits on the left side of the continuum 
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and is where the organizations do not partake in two-way communications with its 

publics and purely advocate for their mission or cause (Cancel, Mitrook, & Cameron, 

1999).  On the opposite side of the continuum is pure accommodation, which is where an 

organization caters to the needs of its public.  Contingency theory states that in public 

relations there is a continuum of communication that ranges from advocacy to 

accommodation, and that practitioners of public relations create individual messages and 

responses that fall on this continuum (Cancel et al., 1999).  

The theory suggests that many factors play into whether more accommodation or 

advocacy will be utilized to reach goals or objectives outlined by an organization to 

impact a public for the long or short term.  The use of pure accommodation may not be 

ethical for the parties involved, while accommodating publics who are morally 

unacceptable may also have ethical consequences.  Within public relations, practitioners 

can apply this theory to create individual messages and responses that fall on this 

continuum (Cancel et al., 1999). 

In1997 this theory was adapted from conflict management to be applied in public 

relations research and is comprised of 86 variables that influence public relations 

practices.  These variables are coupled with the underlying assumptions that the theory 

depends on time, environments, situations, and publics (Cancel et al., 1997).  The method 

used to communicate with publics will vary to fit the needs of the public, as publics are 

complex they need specialized communication tactics. 

  Contingency theory aligns with the foundations of public relations, that every 

message and planned response from a public relations professional must be constructed to 
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fit a specific situation (Cancel et al., 1997).  The theory offers an explanation for how 

public relations practitioners make decisions in creating and maintaining relationships 

between organizations and publics.  All motives used by a public relations practitioner 

will be analyzed to ensure that the method used to communicate with a public to maintain 

relationships between the organization and it publics fits the situation (Cancel et al., 

1997). 

 The theory has practical application in public relations because those in the 

profession work to establish or maintain dialogic relationships and create an atmosphere 

in which questions can be raised (Taylor, Kent, White, 2001).  While this theory allows 

for researchers to easily understand what practitioners are communicating to their 

publics, scholars have also adapted the theory to analyze the actual practices used by 

practitioners and their decisions.  Taylor, Kent, and White (2001), found that activists 

groups have unique needs and abilities to communicate and build relationships with their 

publics.  This research found that activist can utilize the Internet to interact more closely 

with their publics.  

The theory holds more force in the application of morals than the practice of two-

way communication with publics (Cancel et al., 1999).  The organization may choose to 

advocate on behalf of its cause rather than to be accommodating.  While advocacy is the 

“morally superior to symmetrical communication” (Cancel at al., 1999, p. 173) and 

demonstrates an organization representing its true morals, situations arise in the practice 

of public relations that call for delivering advice to an organization on handling a 

situation with a public. The nature of this situation could also be considered unethical. 
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Social media is a medium in which relationships can be established and 

maintained (Edman, 2010; Hon & Grunig, 1999).  Social media technologies are a focus 

of communications from organization to public and public to organization, but many 

organizations also utilize these technologies as a form of promotion (Edman, 2010). How 

relationships are created and maintained through social media platforms depends on the 

individual.  Social media use is determined by the individual user; therefore, the need and 

want to build relationships will vary.  Contingency theory can be applied to social media 

based on the application and understanding of how the individual intended to use social 

media to create relationships (Edman, 2010).   

In theory, the practice of public relations is continuing to advocate for communal 

relationships, in which one party helps the other without any expecting benefits for the 

future (Edman, 2010). The use of social media with this theory supports public relations’ 

attempts to create communal relationships between the organization and its publics.  

Organizational blogging demonstrates the application of contingency theory 

because organizations and publics can build connections, maintain relationships, and 

interact through this form of technology as they see fit (Kelleher & Miller, 2006; 

Kelleher, 2008).  Kelleher and Miller (2008) found organization have different intended 

purposes when interacting with public through social media and blogs.  Blogs do give an 

organization and practitioner the ability to admit wrongdoing, make concessions with the 

public, collaborate with the public to eliminate issues, provide prompt feedback, market 

products, and/or test products or ideas (Jin & Cameron, 2006; Kelleher & Miller 2006, 

Kelleher, 2008).  This technology is rapidly producing online content, practitioners have 
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to create targeted messages quickly and effectively to adapt to a need or change in the 

market, or individual blogging sites (Kelleher & Miller; 2006; Kelleher, 2008).  Kelleher 

(2008) explained the need for an organization to move up and down the continuum of 

pure advocacy or pure accommodation depending on the situational needs of an 

organization and how it will utilize blogs.   

 

Uses and Gratification Theory  

The theory of uses and gratification attempts to define how individuals, groups, 

and members of society use media and its separate functions (Katz, Blumler, Gurevitch 

(1974).  In short, Katz et al. (1974) wanted to assess how people choose a particular 

medium to satisfy their needs.  Media is a personal choice for consumers, and people 

choose specific forms of media to meet their needs or goals (Katz et al., 1974). Media 

users will select a form of media that is fits their own needs, and that matches their ability 

to filter and sort perceived information from the media (Katz et al., 1974).  

As more diverse forms of media have developed, researchers have sought to 

understand why people select a certain form of media over another, which led to the 

development of this theory. Katz et al. (1974) developed the theory to explain the 

audience’s connections to their motives related to media type, media gratifications, and 

outcomes. This foundational research has lead to a greater understanding of consumers’ 

uses and gratifications from selected media sources.  This theory has had an even greater 

impact on the study of how consumers utilize information from the Internet (Bumgarner, 

2007).  Due to the immense volume of information available on the Internet, the audience 
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has an elevated role in selecting information (Bryant & Zillman, 2002).  Internet 

messages are impacting publics because these consumers are actively seeking certain 

information and have become accustomed to what messages are presented online (Bryant 

& Zillman, 2002; Johnson & Kaye, 2008).  Blogs require an active audience to 

participate and read this form of media (Li, 2005).  

McQuail (1985), established audience members’ motivations for watching 

television and concluded four specific needs were satisfied: diversion, personal 

relationships, personal identity, and surveillance.  Diversion refers to individuals’ needs 

to escape their everyday life or current situation.  Entertainment websites, social media, 

blogs, or any type of media that helps an individual escape reality would serve as an 

example of a diversion.  Personal relationships stem from the need for social interaction 

and a dependency on others.  It also gives people a way to feel connected (McQuail, 

1985).  The need for personal relationship can easily be filled by Internet sources of 

media such as social networking websites, as users can join or create a community with 

others who have similar interests and gain a sense of belonging through conversation and 

interaction.  Users who feel the need for personal identity through media outlets are 

utilizing media to gain personal values and to create an individual identity.  Blogging and 

social media allow for individual users to interact through Internet media sources to 

express themselves and create a personal identity.  The final category, surveillance needs, 

is defined as an individual’s need to understand the consumer’s environment and media 

(McQuail, 1985).  Surveillance is easily done at a variety of levels throughout the 

Internet.   Organizations can easily monitor with the assistance of analytics and individual 
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human scanning (Kent, 2008).  Organizations can scan to analyze what publics are 

saying, feeling, and thinking about their organization, products, and brands.  

Heeter (1989) stated that when a user can create and act as a source of 

information for a large audience, the user of this information experiences a substantial 

behavioral change.  Blogs are user-generated content; the blog authors are satisfying their 

own needs of personal identity, expressing emotions, and creating a community (Li, 

2005; Blasi et al., 2008).  Blog authors also have complete control over the content, 

accuracy of the content and have the ability to indirectly persuade and influence readers 

and followers of the blog (Kent 2008).  

Blogging is an effort-consuming medium and blog content cannot be created 

without a ritualized activity (Li, 2005).  This is quite different from that of traditional 

media uses, which consist of consuming television or radio.  Traditional media such as 

television and radio are passive (Li, 2005) because a user can leave these mediums 

running and pay little attention to them, but yet still be consuming this form of 

communication (Rubin, 1994).  Blogging requires an active participant; blogs will not be 

continually updated or present new information if they are left untended.  Bloggers must 

make the active decision to write and post a new blog or these mediums will not be able 

to be readily consumed by others (Li, 2005).  Blogging is an intentional form of Internet 

media in that the blogger must organize thoughts, words, pictures, videos, and links to 

produce content for the blog (Blasi et al., 2008).  The use of blogs is an intentional act by 

the blogger and the readers of the blog.  Bloggers produce content for a personally 

desired level of gratification (Blasi et al., 2008).  
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The theory of uses and gratifications enables researchers to decipher how 

bloggers are utilizing this medium to fulfill their needs (Trammell et al., 2006).  The 

gratifications that are gained from using different types of threads, hyperlinks, videos, 

and pictures in the digital content of blogs by bloggers has been an interest of researchers 

as it indicates a form of self expression.  Self expression and a bloggers ability to share 

information with an audience portrays a different message as compared to other forms of 

media (Tramell et al., 2006).  Blogging has been observed to be more readily adopted by 

some cultures and societies than others.  The use and gratification that bloggers gain from 

preparing and publishing a blog is different, and is a form of self expression as compared 

to traditional media outlets.  Tramell et al., (2006) concluded that the theory of uses and 

gratification would continue to evolve as the use of the technology expanded and more 

people integrate blogging technologies in their everyday lives.  The research presents a 

gratification and use of blogs that may be unexpected by users of traditional media 

outlets, as the individual who produces the information is gaining from the content.  The 

publisher of blog content appear to gain satisfaction from producing information and 

having other people read their information.  
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CHAPTER III 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 

Introduction 
 

A review of the literature established the need to understand how U.S. agricultural 

commodity organizations are utilizing blogs to communicate with target publics. This 

chapter describes the methodology used to conduct the research to explore agricultural 

commodities’ use of blogging as a communication tool.  This chapter discusses 

participant selection, instrument development, and data collection and analysis.  Steps 

taken to ensure research rigor are also explained. 

The purpose of this study was to explore why and how U.S. agricultural 

commodity organizations are using blogs as a communication tool.  The following 

objectives were formed to achieve the research purpose:  

1. Describe how and why U.S. agricultural commodity organizations established     

blogs.  

2.  Describe how U.S. agricultural commodity organizations manage their blog 

content. 

3. Describe how U.S. agricultural commodity organizations use blogs as part of a 

strategic communication plan. 

4. Determine how and why U.S. agricultural commodity organizations use other 

social media tools in addition to blogs.  
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Research Design 

This study used a descriptive, qualitative research design consisting of in-depth 

interviews with blog authors of selected U.S. agricultural commodity groups.  Because of 

the limited amount of research conducted on blog use in agriculture, qualitative research 

was the most appropriate approach to answer the research objectives. Qualitative research 

uses in-depth information from a small sample to understand how and why people think, 

behave, feel, develop meaning, and experience a situation (Ambert, Adler, Adler, & 

Detzner, 1995; Thomas & Magilvy, 2011).  Qualitative research has the ability to 

“research about person’s lives, lived experiences, behaviors, emotions, feelings as well as 

about organizational functioning, social movements, cultural phenomena, and 

interactions between nations” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, p. 11).  This type of research aims 

to divulge deeply into a subject to gain a better understanding of an event or an 

experience (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011).   

When compared to quantitative research, qualitative studies have more depth and 

are often holistic (Ambert et al., 1995).  Qualitative research is considered to be 

contextual and participative, whereas quantitative methods tend to generalize about a 

subject (Whittemore, Chase, & Mandle, 2001).  Qualitative investigations gives 

researchers flexibility to explore and analyze a situation; the ability to discover trends of 

biased actions; the capability to be open to constructive criticism; adjusting to the needs 

and ideas of interviewees; and a certain level of devotion to the level of work (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990).  When conducting qualitative research, considerations must be made such 

as is this research appropriate, and is it practical and ethical (Morse & Richards, 2002). 
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Qualitative research often uses interviews to collect data (Rubin & Rubin, 1995).  

The standard in-depth interview is conducted with one interviewer and one interviewee.  

This type of data collection tool is useful for learning about individuals because in-depth 

interviews can get people to open up about their personal feelings, opinions, experiences, 

and how they see the world (Rubin & Rubin, 1995).  Although in-depth interviews are 

frequently used in qualitative research, they can be challenging to conduct and an 

interviewer must be flexible and willing to adapt to the needs of the interviewee (Rubin 

& Rubin, 1995).   

Qualitative research uses methods that allow for the research to fit a particular 

need or to address specific questions.  For this study, the researcher used a 

phenomenological approach to better understand how U.S. agricultural commodity 

organizations were using, experiencing, engaging, and interpreting blogs.  

Phenomenology methods are used to describe what or how people are experiencing 

something in “lived world, or the lived experience” (Morse & Richards, 2002, p. 45).  

Individuals perceptions and experiences differ from person-to-person, the study of 

phenomenology describes the differences in people opinions through a shared experience 

or phenomena (Baldwin, Perry, & Moffitt, 2004). Blogs for this study were being 

actively applied to organizations communications strategies. The researcher aimed to 

better understand how these organizations were using blogs to communicate.  

Formal questions were asked of the research participants, but due to human nature 

other questions were posed to the participants based on their experiences with blogging 

technologies.  Research interviews were audio recorded and then transcribed to document 
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all of the experiences and discussion that research participants had about their use and 

application of blogs.  

 

Participant Selection 
 

In qualitative research, superior “sampling and data collection are critical to 

determining the quality of a study” (Gibbs et al., 2007, p. 540).  Participants in this study 

were purposely selected to meet certain criteria. Purposeful sampling is used to ensure 

that the participants have desirable characteristics and knowledge pertaining to the 

subject area of the study (Gibbs et al., 2007).   

The purpose of this study was to explore how agricultural commodity 

organizations use blogs as a communication tool.  Because a list of these blogs is not 

available, the researched access these blogs by purposively selecting U.S. agricultural 

commodity groups from two membership bases of agricultural associations – the 

National Association of Farm Broadcasters (NAFB) and the American Agricultural 

Editors’ Associations (AAEA).  These associations both have members who represent a 

variety of agricultural industries, commodities, and audiences.  The membership lists 

were used to identify potential participants because there are a large number of 

agricultural blogs about many topics so it would have been nearly impossible to 

accurately sample this population.  Using the membership lists of the NAFB and AAEA 

provided names and contact information for nearly 300 people who represent many 

different agricultural commodities. 
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The AAEA executive director granted the researcher permission to use the 

membership list.  The AAEA membership list contained four members that were U.S. 

agricultural commodity organizations.  A member of the NAFB provided access to the 

membership list.  Potential participants were selected from the Allied Industry Council, 

which includes commodity organizations.  The list of Allied Industry Council members 

was manually sorted to determine the names of the 15 U.S. agricultural commodity 

groups that were members of the NAFB.  These 18 total industry groups were 

categorized based on commodity type or cause. The categories were “crop,” “food,” and 

“livestock.”  Ten U.S. agricultural commodity organizations were classified as “crop” 

organizations, five organizations were placed in the “food” category, three organizations 

were classified as “livestock” organizations.  

Once the industry groups were identified from both the AAEA and NAFB lists, 

the organizations’ websites were manually reviewed to identify the presence of a blog 

hosted on the website or hosted through an external website.  After the blogs had been 

reviewed, the researcher made the participant selection based on the number of industry 

blogs available per category. This resulted in using 15 blogs that represented the 

established categories.  All U.S. agricultural commodity groups that participated posted 

blogs in support of agriculture.   

 Once the 15 commodity groups’ blogs were identified, the lead researcher 

contacted each blog’s administrator to seek participation in the study.  These individuals 

were purposively selected because as bloggers, they have special knowledge and 

expertise of the information and specific blog postings that each organization posts.  The 
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selected participants were employees of the commodity organization and were the 

primary individuals who handle the blog content and management.  Five U.S. agricultural 

commodity organizations “crop” organizations, two “food” organizations, two 

“livestock” associations participated in the study. 

 

Instrumentation/Questioning Guide 
 

 A questioning guide was used to collect the data to address the research questions.  

This 43-question guide was used during the in-depth semi-structured interviews 

(Appendix F).  When creating the questions for the guide, wording, structure, and order 

were taken into consideration to generate the most efficient and effective answers from 

respondents.  The questioning guide was also designed to eliminate questions that would 

be seen as biased.  Questions for the guide were developed to produce results that would 

allow for a thorough understanding of bloggers and the blogs of U.S. agricultural 

commodity groups.  The questions addressed the organization’s motivation to start a 

blog; how the organization is utilizing the blog; the organization opinions, attitudes, and 

beliefs of the use of the blog; and how the organization measured success of the blog.  

 A pilot test was conducted prior to the actual interviews for this study; the pilot 

test was done to determine the effectiveness of the questioning guide.  The researcher 

interviewed a blogger who hosts a personal agricultural blog and works closely with an 

organization that hosts a blog in support of agricultural industries for a particular state.  

The results from the pilot test were not included in the final analysis.  The pilot test took 

place on November 15, 2011, which allowed enough time prior to conducting the official 
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research interviews to make any necessary changes to the interview process. The pilot 

test was conducted over the phone to ensure the questions were understandable and to 

make sure the allotted time for the interview would be adequate for each question to be 

answered thoroughly.  Also during the pilot test, the researcher confirmed that the 

recording equipment was working properly.  The results of the pilot test called for minor 

changes to the questioning guide such as clarifying confusing words and refining the 

order questions were asked.  

 

Procedures 

The researcher collected qualitative data using in-depth telephone interviews.  

Telephone interviews have strengths and weaknesses, and if done correctly, they can 

provide ideal information for qualitative researchers (Berg, 2009).  Telephone interviews 

also allow the research the participant some degree of anonymity, which can be pertinent 

to a study’s validity (Berg, 2009).  

 Texas Tech University’s Institutional Review Board approved this research study 

before individuals were asked to participate in the interview procedures (Appendix A).  

The lead researcher conducted nine in-depth phone interviews between December 9-31, 

2011, and January 1-5, 2012.  

 Once the participants were chosen to take part in the study, initial contact was 

made through an e-mail recruitment letter (Appendix B) to those who were identified 

through the purposeful sampling procedure.  Two weeks following the first email, a 

second email was sent to those who did not reply to the first request for an interview 
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(Appendix C).  Participants were contacted the following week by telephone to confirm 

they had received the email(s) and to schedule a convenient time to conduct the interview 

(Appendix D).  Ten commodity organizations agreed to participate in the study, however 

only nine interviews were conducted.  The tenth participant was unavailable to partake in 

the study after multiple attempts to contact the individual and schedule the in-depth 

telephone interview.  

Before the formal interview, the researcher read the participants an information 

and rights document.  They were then asked to verbally agree to partake in the study 

(Appendix E).  

 

Data Collection 

The primary data collection tool was in-depth telephone interviews with the study 

participants.  The researchers chose to use telephone interviews because they allow a 

larger audience to be reached with the possibility of having a diverse group of 

participants who share similar motivations, opinions, and interests.  One-on-one 

interview research should contain no bias from the primary researcher to the presentation 

of the raw data (Wimmer & Dominick, 2007).  Telephone interviews also “provide the 

best source of information when the researcher does not have direct access to 

individuals” (Creswell, 1998, p. 124).  Researchers who choose to use telephone 

interviews to conduct research can gain information quickly while still engaging with the 

research participant on a level of personal contact and interaction (Valenzuela & 

Shrivastava, 2005).  Advantages of telephone interviews include reducing staff 
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requirements, and allowing the researcher to closely monitor interviews to ensure quality 

and to reduce interview bias (Valenzuela & Shrivastava, 2005).  With interview 

participants located in various geographic regions of the country, telephone interviews 

were the more advantageous way for the researchers to make contact with them.  This 

synchronization of communication allows people from all over the world to be accessed 

for data collection (Mann & Stewart, 2000). 

In preparation for this type of synchronous communication event, the sender and 

receiver must prepare and plan in advance with one another before data can be sent or 

collected (Opendaker, 2006).  Using a semi-structured interview guide enables 

researchers to create a comfortable, yet structured situation for the interviewee that 

stimulates detailed and complex answers (Morse & Richards, 2002).  This form of 

interviewing should only be used when the researcher is familiar with the topic being 

explored and to frame the discussion points in advance to hopefully create the desired 

outcome (Morse & Richards, 2002).   

Telephone interviews were recorded with a digital recording device, with the 

participants’ permission.  The recorder was connected to the telephone in order to get the 

best quality recording from the interviews.  While the researcher was conducting the 

interviews, she also took brief notes to make the transcription process more efficient, and 

to add personal comments and recommendation for future research based off the 

interview.  

 Between December 9, 2011, and January 5, 2012, nine interviews were conducted 

by telephone with respondents across the United States.  Each interview was conducted 
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using the same questioning guide and lasted approximately 45 minutes.  Each interview 

was digitally recorded then transcribed into separate Microsoft Word files. 

 

Data Analysis 

Each research participant was assigned a pseudonym prior to analyzing any of the 

data and before writing the findings.  After the lead researcher transcribed each interview 

the results were analyzed using the constant comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 

1967).  This method guides the researcher to look for common themes, similarities, and 

differences.  The data was analyzed in multiple steps.  The lead researcher individually 

read the nine interviews; the information was then coded into themes based on the 

researcher’s interpretation and classification of the data.  Initial themes were determined 

from the individual transcriptions; the information was then placed into the theme areas 

that appeared. Additional themes were created as the interviews were coded. 

Using NVivo 8.0, data management software designed to help store and analyze 

qualitative data, the interview transcripts were coded into themes.  While NVivo used to 

help store, manage, and code the data, the coder must read and mark common themes and 

categories within the collected data.   

Methods for coding information are individualistic to each researcher.  Morse and 

Richards (2002) stated that there are three coding techniques: topic coding, descriptive 

coding, and analytic coding.  Topic coding is done by dividing the gathered research 

information into topics based on patterns, themes, individual views of particular topics, 

and even by comments made by different individuals (Morse & Richards, 2002).  
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Descriptive coding is comprised of many topics, all of which include descriptive factors 

such as people, places, sites, or ages.  This type of coding allows researchers to find 

patterns more easily, while others prefer topic coding.  Once the information has been 

organized, researchers use analytic coding to look deeper into the information to find 

themes and trends (Morse & Richards, 2002).  Then the data can be categorized into 

themes based on their similarities and differences.   

As themes for this study emerged, they were compared to other data and 

categories to determine common relationships around the information collected.  New 

categories were created from data that did not belong in preexisting categories.  These 

new categories helped to determine if the study’s objectives had been met and if the study 

was tracking the appropriate information to gain the preferred results (Morse & Richards, 

2002).  

 

Research Rigor 

 Strategies to enhance and maintain rigor when conducting research occur during 

the conduct and achievement of the actual study (Meadows & Morse, 2001).  In the 

1980s, reliability and validity were rejected from pre-existing views related to qualitative 

research (Morse & Richards, 2002).  Instead, researchers shifted to focus on “ensuring 

rigor” from actions of the investigator during the course of the research, and then the 

reader or consumer of the qualitative investigation findings (Morse, Barrett, Mayan, 

Olson, & Spiers, 2002).  The underlying fact that must be taken into consideration for 

qualitative research is that the research is based on personal perceptions from individuals 
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who choose to participate in the research.  In addition, the facts and truths of the research 

affects the ability of the researcher to correctly interpret the information based upon the 

time and context of the data (Morse & Richards, 2002). Lincoln and Guba (1985) 

substituted the quantitative terms of reliability and validity with a concept focused on 

trustworthiness, which is based on four pillars: credibility, transferability, dependability, 

and confirmability.  

Credibility parallels validity in qualitative studies (Ary, Jacobs, & Razavieh, 

2002).  Research demands a level of creditability to accurately portray and represent the 

findings from the selected research (Ary et al., 2002).  Primary research that uses 

information directly from the source exhibits credibility by allowing the source to explain 

and state opinions, beliefs, and attitudes. Personal one-on-one interviews produce data 

that are both reliable and truthful.  Conducting research in a professional manner, such as 

holding interviews in a familiar setting, helps to ensure that very little data are skewed 

from their original state (Foster, 2004). Conducting research in a professional manner can 

improve the level of credibility and emphasize the need for research within academia that 

is done at a level of associated credibility (Foster, 2004).  After all interviews were 

completed and the data had been transcribed, the researcher reviewed the transcriptions 

with the digitally recorded files to ensure the accuracy of the transcribed data to the 

recorded data.  

In qualitative research, transferability is equivalent to that of external validity in 

quantitative research (Merriam, 1998).  This factor in research describes the ability of 

researcher to generalize qualitative findings.  Data that are generalizable can be applied in 
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different situations to groups of people in another period of time (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

To make qualitative data transferable, other researchers or practitioners must be able to 

relate the researchers finding to their own situation (Bassey, 1981).  When transferability 

is substituted for validity, it allows for the data to be considered more trustworthy and 

allows for the results to be transferable (Morse & Richards, 2002; Lincoln & Guba, 

1985).   

In this study, the data have been collected to inform and educate other agricultural 

communicator, and public relations practitioners on the current state and future of blogs 

as a communication tool for the use in agriculture communications.  The research can be 

applied to other organizations that need to determine their public relations strategic 

communication plan that utilizes social media, specifically blogs.  The researchers 

demonstrated how this data can be used in a variety of situations by applying the 

information to other organizations with an invested interest in online communications 

such as blogging.  The results of this study could potentially be useful for other scholars 

who may be conducting similar research on social media specifically the use of blogs as a 

communication tool.   

 To ensure that results are reliable, consistent, and trustworthy over time, 

dependability is the research factor that should be taken into consideration (Morse & 

Richards, 2002; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Interviews guarantee that the data in question 

are dependable as the information can be credited directly to the source (Foster, 2004).  A 

level of dependability can also be achieved if the researchers maintain a record of 

research such as interview notes and files (Foster, 2004).  For this study, the researchers 
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maintained a file of written notes, audio recordings, typed transcripts, and NVivo coding 

files.  The researchers ensured dependability for this study by listing all topics and issues 

that were addressed in the interviews and used credible sources. The collected data were 

also analyzed and compared with past research in this area. The proper foundation has 

also been set to allow future researchers to follow up this data collection by conducting 

similar studies.  

 Confirmability is used in qualitative research to describe the researcher’s ability 

to remove biases and perception from the study and represents objectivity (Shenton, 

2004).  This factor is related to reliability and the study’s researcher can prevent research 

rigor if confirmability is not addressed.  Confirmability is defended in qualitative 

research because researchers can and do guard their own work as a sample of solid, 

stable, and correct research (Morse & Richards, 2002.  One way to determine 

confirmability is to work through the data and develop results, which was done in this 

study to analyze the collected data (Foster, 2004).  Confirmability for this study was also 

achieved by conducting interviews to obtain data directly from the primary sources.  The 

researcher also used other studies that have been conducted on similar topics with 

consideration to blogging, communications, and social media to support the current 

study’s need and findings. 

 In summary of the discussion of research rigor, the pillars of qualitative research 

are built upon the researcher’s credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability (Morse & Richards, 2002).  This established foundation gives qualitative 

research legitimacy and justifies the right to fund this type of research. It also explains 
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how qualitative research contributes to a growing knowledge base and extends the need 

for future research, which also embraces the use of this research practice in educational 

programs and public policy (Morse & Richards, 2002).   

The researcher who conducts a study determines the success of the study, which is 

especially true in qualitative research because the “researcher is the instrument” (Morse 

& Richards, 2002, p. 168).  In this study, the researcher is educated in the field of animal 

sciences, versed in numerous issues facing agricultural industries, and knowledgeable 

about agricultural organizations’ and individuals’ use of social media.  The researcher is 

aware that personal biases, outside influences, and individual opinions impact the use of 

communication tools, social media technologies and society’s perception of American 

agricultural practices.   

 

Researcher Subjectivity Statement 

Qualitative research’s use of validity standards is challenging to establish as 

research rigor is incorporated into the methodology, while participative activity and 

creativity must be included in the scientific process (Johnson, 1999).  Qualitative research 

involves the researcher to a high level, and it is difficult for the researcher to divide 

himself or herself completely from the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Qualitative 

researchers have been guided to seek out their participantivity in a selective manner, due 

to the fact that participantivity may influence the research process (Peshkin, 1988).  For 

this study, participantivity of the researcher was of utmost importance as it presented the 
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predetermined assumptions and biases and explained any existing misinformation. To 

address this, a researcher subjectivity statement is provided: 

My background is in agriculture. I was raised in a small, rural, farming and 

ranching community.  Raising livestock and working within the food industry led me to 

pursue my undergraduate education in animal science. I earned my bachelor of science in 

animal science in the spring of 2010 from Texas Tech University.  Throughout college, I 

completed several internships within the livestock industry, which helped me determine 

the need to gain a skill set to match my understanding of animal husbandry.   

Currently, I am finishing my master of science in agricultural communications at 

Texas Tech University.  My graduate education has sparked my interest in the growing 

use of social media in agriculture and how it can be better utilized within agricultural 

communications.  My coursework, along with this research project, has focused my 

interests on the use of social media within agriculture and how public relations 

practitioners and agricultural communicators can utilize these forms of media to 

disseminate information to various publics.  

The immense change and concentration on the use of social media tools in 

agricultural communication that has occurred in the last several years fascinates me.  I 

have been blogging on a personal level since December 2010.  My blog supports the 

agriculture advocacy movement, I share information related to agriculture, my opinions, 

and host discussion about the topics.  The explosion of organizations and individuals 

alike who have embraced this technology exemplifies the need for researchers to study 
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the reasons how and why various publics and organizations are using these 

communication tools to share the story of agriculture. 

I also follow close to 20 blogs, personal and organizational about agricultural 

advocacy and news.  Blogs have provided away for me to gain various perspectives and 

information quickly, this form of online communication has benefited and supported my 

graduate educational greatly.  Social media technologies give organizations and 

practitioners endless opportunities to broadcast properly designed messages to target 

audiences like never before. 

Blogging, in particular, has the option that could enable practitioners to share the 

story of agriculture and improve how agriculturalists communicate between each other 

and consumers.  Organizations and individuals who choose to embrace social media and 

blogging must strategically consider the type of social media medium, messages, and 

target audiences when establishing lines of communication through these tools.   
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CHAPTER IV 
 

FINDINGS  
 

Introduction  
 

This chapter presents the findings from nine individual telephone interviews with 

U.S. agricultural commodity organization employees who represent nine different U.S. 

agricultural commodity organizations. The purpose of this study was to explore why and 

how U.S. agricultural commodity organizations are using blogs as a communication tool.  

To address this purpose, the following four research objectives were used:  

1. Describe how and why U.S. agricultural commodity organizations established 

blogs.  

2. Describe how U.S. agricultural commodity organizations manage their blog 

content. 

3. Describe how U.S. agricultural commodity organizations use blogs as part of a 

strategic communication plan. 

4. Determine how and why U.S. agricultural commodity organizations use other 

social media tools in addition to blogs.  

 

Participants 

As described in Chapter III, the researchers selected U.S. agricultural commodity 

groups from two membership bases of agricultural organizations – the National 

Association of Farm Broadcasters (NAFB) and the American Agricultural Editors’ 

Associations (AAEA).  Table 4.1 describes the demographic characteristics of the 
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selected U.S. agricultural commodity organization employees who participated in the 

study.   

Table 4.1     

Demographic Characteristics of Selected U.S. Agricultural Commodity Organization 
Employees (N=9) 

Pseudonym 
Geographic 

Location Blog Start Date 
Commodity 

Classification Hosting Service 
 
Katie Midwest 2011 Food Preexisting  
 
Michelle Midwest 2011 Crop Blogger 
 
Matt Midwest 2012 Crop WordPress 
 
Stacy Midwest 2009 Livestock WordPress 
 
Hannah Southwest 2010 Crop WordPress 
 
Shelia Midwest 2010 Crop WordPress 
 
Tyler Midwest 2006 Crop WordPress 
 
Trent Northeast 2010 Livestock Blogger 
 
Lindsay Midwest 2010 Food Preexisting  
 

 Demographic questions (age, gender, geographic location) were asked to gain a 

better understanding of the participants.  The mean age was 33; the median age was 29; 

and the mode age was 27 (n = 2) and 29 (n = 2). Three males and six females participated 

in the study.  All participants were employees of an U.S. agricultural commodity 

organization who monitor or publish a blog on behalf of their organization as a part of 

their work responsibilities.  These organizations were located throughout the country, 
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with most in the Midwest.  The commodity organizations represented in this study 

include both state-level and national commodity organizations.   

The participants were also asked to identify the date when their organization 

established a blog.  As Table 4.1 describes, these dates ranged from 2006 to 2012.  Most 

of the participants had continuously worked on their organization’s blog since the launch.  

All participants were the main editors of the blog or worked closely with another 

employee to make any changes to blog postings.  

 Research participants were also asked to give a brief explanation of their 

educational and professional backgrounds.  All participants had completed a bachelor’s 

degree, and three participants had obtained a master’s degree.  Five had received 

agricultural communications degrees, two had earned journalism degrees, and two had 

English degrees.  

The participants were asked if they blogged on a personal capacity. Only one of 

the nine participants said she blogged outside of work for the purpose of agricultural 

advocacy and a personal photography business.  

Pseudonyms were assigned to each participant to protect individual identities. The 

following paragraphs briefly describe each participant in this study.  

Katie currently manages two blogs for a food organization.  She is a member of 

the organization’s marketing team.  One blog is in place to better educate the general 

public about the origin of their food and the second blog works to disseminate 

information to the organization’s members.   
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Michelle is the communications manager for a crop association.  She manages the 

communications efforts for the organization’s member magazines, legislative affairs, and 

the organization’s blog to keep members and the media informed about events and other 

timely information.  

Matt is the director of communications for a crop association.  His duties include 

writing and editorial work for member publications, press releases, radio and Internet 

information and updates, and two weekly blog posts focusing on innovations related to 

the industry and commentary about the organization’s commodity.  

Stacy serves as an online content management system for a livestock 

organization. She is responsible for developing, updating, and maintaining multiple 

national pork industry websites and three blogs focused on consumer use.  She also 

works closely with public relations activities through social media.  

Hannah is the communications coordinator for a crop organization. Her position 

involves managing legislative affairs, member publications, social media, and updating 

information on the organization’s website and blog.  

Shelia supervises 11 employees for a crop association as the director of 

communications.  Her position focuses on the creation of member publications, media 

relations, speech writing, websites, and the organization’s blog.  

Tyler serves as the communications director for a crop organization.  His duties 

include, but are not limited to, public and media relations, website management, media 

training for board officers and staff, and continual blogging on industry related subjects.  
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Trent is the director of communications for a livestock organization.  His 

responsibilities include communicating about legislative affairs with members of 

congress and cattle producers, social media, and blog production.  

Lindsay is the integrated communications specialist for a food organization.  Her 

responsibilities include managing social media presence for the organization and 

promoting dairy products and education opportunities through the organization’s blog 

and other social media outlets.  

 

 Research Objective One 

The first research objective sought to describe how and why U.S. agricultural 

commodity organizations established blogs.  Data analysis of the in-depth interviews 

indentified two themes for this objective: 1) blog establishment met a variety of goals, 2) 

reaching traditional and new audience segments.  These themes were supported by 

comments made by multiple organizations.  These organizations wanted to connect with 

new audiences and create a dialogue with various publics.  Building relationships with 

media interest was a focus of organizations.  Finally, the organizations wanted to connect 

with larger audiences.  

 

Blog Establishment Met a Variety of Goals 

U.S. agricultural commodity organizations are largely responsible for 

communicating with their members and supporting publics.  Technology and other 

innovative methods of communication have been adopted by these organizations to 
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disseminate messages to their publics.  The blogs for the nine commodity organizations 

were established for different reasons, the organizations wanted a new way to share 

information from travels, events, and messages that may or may not be used in a printed 

publication.  Each blog was used by the organization to meet needs of disseminating 

messages. 

One reason participants mentioned to establish a blog was that blogging was the 

latest online communication tool so they thought their organizations should join it.  Tyler 

said the new trend in communication was to use blogs, so his organization wanted to find 

out what people were talking about. 

TYLER (communications director for a crop association): At first it was 
first experimental, because there was this brand new thing called a blog; 
you know the blogosphere and all.  We were looking for new ways to 
communicate with our members and the public other than just news stories 
and press releases. We wanted to find a way to put a more interesting spin 
on things that we are involved in and so we first began to experiment with 
blogging. 
 
Participants said the blogs fit the commodity organizations’ need for a 

communication tool that allows them to post in-depth information and provided a way to 

archive information for future use.  Shelia said her “…organization’s blog creates an 

archive of information on our website.”   

Another reason for establishing the blog was the ease of publishing information 

during international travel.  Michelle said that a blog would allow for her organization to 

“Communicate with the media, board members families, and other farmers that we might 

be interested in our organization’s travels.” 
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Additionally, participants said their organization’s blog was established to provide 

a constant stream of content from the organization to its membership.  Blog followers can 

be alerted to the latest developments with an organization faster and easier with the 

blogging technology’s ability to send instant emails and give readers the ability to choose 

which information they will read.  “We have tons of news that goes to our members 

through email, and instead of getting lost, the blog allows people to choose where their 

information is coming from,” Trent said.  Matt said that his blog “allowed readers to 

receive constant email updates about blog posts.”   

Blogs allow an organization to extend a message and create a place where readers 

can establish a conversation with each other and the organization.  Organizations have 

turned to blogs as a communication tool for the reasons such as they are easy to establish, 

universally accessible, allow for organizations to archive information online, and is a 

form of technology that allows organizations to show a human or personal side.   

The purpose of the organizations’ blogs differed, but all organizations wanted to 

embrace a different online communication tool to disseminate messages to their audience 

members.  These messages included information about consumer and producer education, 

outreach, marketing, public relations, and media relations.  Several of the participants 

said that they wanted to start a dialogue on the blog about topics that the organization had 

previously put in a printed publication.   

HANNAH (communications coordinator for a crop association): One of 
our biggest things that we have done to get a conversation started is to 
repurpose an article, and use it on our blog from our organizations 
newsletter or magazine. We then broadcast that on Twitter or Facebook 
and followers will click on those links and go back to our blog. It is a way 
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to increase traffic back to our blog and website. It also allows for more 
people to be exposed to other information that is on our blog and website.  
 

Tyler said his organizations job was to effectively promote the organization’s 

message. 

TYLER (communications director for a crop association): Defending and 
promoting the image of corn farmers and of corn, also to educate people about the 
issues that pertain to corn, and getting the farmers themselves engaged in the 
process of communication, and becoming a more prepared spokesperson for our 
work.  Blogging and other forms of social media are tools to make this process 
easier and more effective 
 
Tyler said, “We want to present our side of a subject or give an interesting 

perspective on a story that the news has picked up, and social media allows us to do that.” 

The participants all said that blogs were a form of social media that could work to 

promote a message for a specific purpose or cause.  Katie said her organization desired an 

outlet that would create trust and share information. 

KATIE (member of marketing team for a food organization):  Our 
organization wanted a communications outlet that would create trust and 
to start a dialogue.  We have found that through research, any time that 
you can get a message out there and start a dialogue you can create trust 
and share our organization’s mission.  
 
One participant mentioned the benefits that the blog held during the 2009 

H1N1 crisis that affected the United States, but had no direct impact on the actual 

American swine industry.  The H1N1 virus, nicked name the “swine flu” hurt the 

consumers’ confidence in the safety of consuming pork products.  Stacy said that 

the blog was an excellent resource during the H1N1 crisis. 

 
STACY (online content manager for a livestock organization):  During H1N1 that 
crisis our blog a fantastic resource to go out and say, pork is safe things like that.  
Because our blog is written by a third-party paid blogger, we feel it helps our 
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creditability.  Although they are sponsored they still have the bloggers voice, they 
can take our information and explain it in a different way that will reach different 
people.  We do everything from our fall slow cooking promotion to crisis 
situation like H1N1, the blog is another resource we use to promote our product 
and ensure consumer confidence.  
 

 
Reaching Traditional and New Audience Segments 

The first motive for U.S. agricultural commodity organizations to start blogging 

was the desire to communicate with producers, consumers, and media through blogs.  

Organizations saw blogs as a way to contact different target audiences.  

The target audiences varied between each organization, most organization aimed 

to reach members, the general public, and the media.  One of the purposes of an 

organizational blog’s was largely centered on reaching the media to provide information 

about events, education, and legislation. Michelle said, “One of the purposes of our blog 

is to share information with various audiences, especially media. By giving the media 

information that they need so they can follow us and generate stories about our 

organization and our members.”   

Stacy’s organization’s blog focused on providing education. 

STACY (online content manager for a livestock organization):  Talking about 
proper cooking methods or making sure when people have a cut of pork they 
know what to do with it so they purchase it again. We want every eating 
experience for people to think about the key attributes of pork: juicy, tender, and 
flavorful.  
 
The organization’s ability to initially reach a defined audience was an issue 

participants indicated was discouraging to them.   

MATT (director of communications for a crop association):  We did what 
I would call a soft opening in a way, we have highlighted the blog in our 
print newsletter.  We haven’t done any email blasts, that’s something I 
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haven’t even thought of, but maybe we should do [that] and promote.  We 
are using Facebook and Twitter as well.   
 
Most of the commodity organization employees had been present when the 

organization had made the decision to establish a blog, and all were able to discuss the 

organization’s motivation for establishing a blog.  Trent said, “We wanted to reach a 

younger audience.”  Katie said that her organization’s blog was “directly targeted toward 

early adopters, people who are seeking information about food, and agricultural 

industries.”  Lindsay associated the establishment of her organization’s blog with the 

expansion of social media use with consumers: “Social media was growing.  The use of 

blogs, Twitter and Facebook by consumers was evident, so it seemed like the right time 

to start blogging.” 

Blogs are a communication tool that the many of the participants said their 

organizations saw as a new useful tool to help them communicate a message to a 

different audience.  Trent said that a blog was an “interactive tool to create a conversation 

with the younger generation that is primarily interested in a dialogue rather than a 

sermon.”  He also explained that his organization uses social media and other 

communication tools to reach targeted demographics based on their preference for print 

or online information. Hannah also said her organization felt a blog helped to reach a 

different audience.  

HANNAH (communications coordinator for a crop association):  Was 
another avenue of communication that may reach another different 
demographic, more progressive amongst our [industry], maybe not 
necessarily farmers unless they were younger farmers or very progressive 
older farmers. We wanted to target those who are more likely to gather 
news information from social media or a blog versus a newsletter that we 
mailed out.  
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Two participants cited their organizations’ reason for establishing a blog was to 

allow communication to remain constant during international travels.  Blogging helped to 

draw members, media, and other publics to blog, some for the first time.  Blogs allowed 

the organization to post photos, podcasts, videos, and events during travel abroad. 

U.S. agricultural commodity organizations have found that their blogs work to 

draw in the media.  They said media representatives enjoy being able to read about an 

event, or issue within a specific industry, and have a story idea pitched to them.  Trent, 

Shelia, and Michelle all said that these story pitches would not have been as easily 

available or successful without a commodity organization’s blog.  

 Michelle said, “One of the most effective ways that we have been able to use 

social media effectively so far is really to communicate with media.”  Trent supported 

Michelle’s statement about gaining media attention from his organization’s blog. “We get 

a lot of feeds, a lot of media inquiries from our blog,” he said.  Shelia stated that many 

major U.S. media outlets are keeping a watchful eye on her organization’s blog and the 

added media attention has helped to spread the word about agriculture and her 

organization’s work within the crop industry. “The media really picks up on our China 

blogs.  When major media is checking our blog for stories, I know they must be checking 

other organizational blogs, and this is helping American agriculture share its story,” said 

Stacy.   
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Research Objective Two 

Research objective two was to describe how U.S. agricultural commodity 

organizations manage their blog content.  During the data analysis three themes emerged 

to support this research objective: 1) hosting services for blogs, 2) blog topics and posting 

frequency, 3) encouraging participation from blog followers 

 

Hosting Services for Blogs  

The U.S. agricultural commodity organizations used either a pre-existing website 

or external blogging website to host the organizational blog.  The organizations varied on 

how the blog was hosted, either through an internal website or an external hosting 

website.  Due to the available options, organizations can choose how to host their blog.  

Externally, the two hosting websites used by the commodity organizations were 

Wordpress and Blogger.  Wordpress had the highest number of users in this study with 

five.  The Blogger website had two participating organizations using this hosting option.  

Two organizations established websites to host their blogs. Katie’s, Shelia’s, and Stacy’s 

organizations hosted two or more blogs. 

Commodity organizations that chose to host their blog through their 

organization’s preexisting website stated that it was less of a hassle and worry than to 

have to direct potential readers to another website.  They also said they enjoyed being 

able to link all of their organizations supplemental websites and blogs together under one 

umbrella website.  Katie added that her organization chose to keep the blog on their 

website so “people have a central location to search for information pertaining to the 
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organization.”  Shelia said that “hosting the blog on the main organizational website 

offered the organization an easier way to archive the information.”  Hannah mentioned 

that her organization was looking to building a new website and hoped to include the 

blog on the website versus hosting through an external service.  

Most of the commodity organizations used an external hosting site.  Five of the 

six participants who used an external blogging website had purchased their blog’s URL 

address.  “Originally it worked out for us to establish our blog with Wordpress, and to 

purchase our URL at that time,” Tyler said.  The only organization that had not purchased 

a URL was planning to move its blog to an organizational website.  

HANNAH (communications coordinator for a crop association):  We are looking 
to move the blog to our own website, we feel that it is critical to have your blog 
on your website or to have your blog linked into your website. We are planning 
on updating our website and we will be including our blog on our website.  
 
Participants said the external blogging websites offered the commodity 

organizations the opportunity to easily construct a blog that fit their initial and evolving 

needs as a communication tool.  

TRENT (direct of communications for a livestock association):  I didn’t see any 
reason to reinvent the wheel; there are free services that are easy to use.  These 
major blogging sites have most of the quirks worked out of them.  Instead of 
developing something internally where we would have to work out bugs, we 
decided that to take the easy path.  Blogger is more efficient and it’s also the fact 
that it is very easy to use, and we have very limited staff, there are two of us that 
work in this office, so we wanted something that we didn’t have to any headaches, 
and we could manage internally.  
 
Two organizations that hosted their blogs through Wordpress have made financial 

investments in utilizing a custom layout.  

TYLER (communications director for a crop association):  Using a Wordpress 
site worked out and it worked best for us.  The Wordpress content 
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management system is so easy to work with. No reason to reinvent the wheel.  
And we had designers develop a customized template for our blog.  

 

Blog Topics and Posting Frequency  

Blog topics and posting frequency appeared as a theme in this study as each 

organization used their blog as they needed.  Each organization was attempting to use 

different resources to access their desired target audience, such as blogging methods, 

advertisements, promotional events, blog post topics, and supplemental social media use.  

Blogging methods include frequency of blog post, variety of blog post length, and 

supplemental use of other types of content such as pictures or podcasts. However, some 

of the participants did not see the need or did not know how to go about promoting their 

organization’s blog.  The participating organizations did not include the blogs in the 

organization’s overall communications plan or designate direct target audiences that the 

blog was supposed to reach 

Participants said blog topics were focused around the organization’s commodity, 

but also included supporting topics.  To determine the subject matter for the blog posts, 

three organizations focused on a yearly calendar, and based blog posts on national 

nutrition month, national dairy month, and major U.S. holidays, such as Easter and 

Thanksgiving. “We follow the calendar year.  At Thanksgiving people talk about turkeys 

and ham, at Easter people talk about eggs, so we use those type of things as well to bring 

more consumer type things into the blog,” Katie said.   

Matt said his organization’s plan was to blog two times a week. 

MATT (director of communications for a crop association):  Tuesdays are [crop] 
days, and Fridays are general agricultural posts, not necessarily pertaining just to 
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[crop.].  Tuesday would be either myself or one of my co-workers who would 
write a post. Friday is the buzz day, bullet point observations, with some opinion 
and links, that’s kind of a day catch all, not always “[crop]” related. 
 
While some organizations had a plan for the subject matter of the blog posts, 

other participants said the posts could vary if they supported the organization’s 

commodity.  “It has to be about pork, that’s about it,” Stacy said.  Katie said her 

organization’s blog topics used a broader approach. 

KATIE (member of marketing team for a food organization):  Our staff editorial 
team that tracks interesting things that are happening in the world of agriculture 
and food. We try to stay on top of current events, issues, and news stories related 
to agriculture.  We meet every week and talk about what’s happening out there in 
the world.  This weekly meeting determines the subject matter for the blog posts.  
 
The participants said they were aware of the importance of continually updating 

information on their blogs.  Each organization had different ideas about how to best use 

their organization’s blog.  Michelle said her organization’s blog topics and posting 

frequency depended on the season and what events were happening.   

Participants said the blog’s subject matter is a way for their organizations to draw 

media attention to a certain subject that is affecting the organization’s membership and 

operations.  For particular events or industry-related issues, blogs were used to gain 

attention from major media outlets.  Many of the organizations’ blogs also provided 

legislative and political information about industry issues that affects producers.   

TRENT (direct of communications for a livestock association):  
Legislation as well as regulatory information is a major focus of content 
on our blog.  Blog posts are also shaped by industry trends, activities, and 
positive news from our members and grassroots producers. Primarily, it’s 
what’s happening or the lack thereof, what is happening here inside the 
Beltway determines our blog subjects. 
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One participant said her organization pays outside bloggers to produce content for 

the organization’s blog, while two organizations had volunteer bloggers. In both cases, 

the bloggers were allowed to determine their own blog posting content.  The content was 

focused around the defined mission of the commodity organization and the 

predetermined target audience.  

LINDSAY (integrated communication specialist for a food organization):  
Subject matter is left open to the blogger.  On the communications side of 
things, I try to stay up on what is going on, like June is dairy month and to 
talk about things related to dairy month or March is national nutrition 
month, some of those timely things, but really I don’t dictate a lot of what 
we are blogging about.  

 
The responsibility of grammar, spelling, punctuation and content editing of blog 

posts were left to seven of the nine research participants.  Lindsay said, “Everyone sends 

me their blog postings, I review the post, edit for grammar, spelling, and punctuation.  I 

do not edit for content, if I need to I will clarify with the blogger before the post is 

made.”   

Another participant indicated that a fellow employee was in charge of making 

edits for his blog posts, and he edits her blog posts.  Trent said, “My counterpart, the 

associate director, if she writes I edit if I write she edits. And then we edit all the content 

from our guest bloggers.”   Stacy said her organization relied on their public relations 

firm to proof and edit the blog posts before they were posted, “We do and also our PR 

agency helps us with editing blog posts.”  

All the participants said their organization enlisted the assistance of more than one 

person to write blog posts for the blog, such as guest bloggers who focused on various 

aspects of the industry.  
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KATIE (member of marketing team for a food organization):  Everyone has a say 
about blog postings from the editorial team, it just depends on what is going on 
that week.  No one has to commit a certain number of blog posts per month or 
year; it’s what you call intermittent. 
 
Hannah and Trent mentioned they used office interns to help write blogs posts. 

Hannah said: “Typically the two communication interns rotate each week to write a blog.  

If one of them is absent, either I will write a post or my supervisor may take over for the 

week.” 

Trent could not identify how many supplemental blog authors his organization 

uses to support the blog.  “We try and have different, every week we have a different 

columnist. There is two primary, but with numerous guest such as our members or 

legislators,” Trent said.  

Participants said their organizations determined that they needed to utilize more 

than one blogger because it allows for more variety of content, writing style, and voice.  

Matt said his organization is using the knowledge of his coworkers to add to the 

perspective of the blog: 

 
MATT (director of communications for a crop association):  We have a lot 
of expertise within our office, such as we have a nutrition educator, a 
government affairs person, a marketing person, the CEO came from the 
[crop] industry so he knows about [crop] marketing, and I am a farmer. I 
feel like we have a breadth of knowledge to draw on, and it is one more 
way to show our stakeholders that we are all involved in this organization.  
All of our roles are different and they affect our opinions and 
observations, and I think it is important to let the first-person perspective 
shine through in a blog.  

 
The research participants also related this to sharing the workload of posting 

timely information and drawing in new followers.  Some of the organizations have goals 
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of posting to their blogs three to five times a week, but said they are more concerned with 

producing quality content as compared to just posting blogs.  “Blogging takes time.  It is 

not a shortage of topics; it’s just the time it takes to do it,” Shelia said.  Trent said, “We 

will not just blog to blog, sometimes we will post five times a week, but that depends on 

what is happening that week; content is our focus.” 

 

Encouraging Participation from Blog Followers  

Participation from readers varied with each organization’s blogging strategy.  

Participants said their commodity organizations have struggled to encourage comments 

and conversations from readers.  Each participant had a different view on how comments 

are affecting their blog.  Hannah said, “We just assume the way the blog is written that 

people will comment or give feedback if they feel the need.”   

Others used comments as a measurement of a successful post. “I wish readers 

would comment more.  You can measure the success of a blog in some ways by number 

of comments that are posted,” Tyler said.   

Multiple organizations have tried to pose questions to start a conversation 

between blog followers and the blog author. Stacy said, “We do a couple of promotions 

that they have to sign up in the comments.  It takes them one step further than just 

visiting or reading.” 

Some of the participants said their organizations did not care if they received 

comments on the blog posts because they knew people were reading them.  Others said 

they wanted to create a dialogue with their readers.  Lindsay, Trent, and Katie all said 
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they would like the blog followers to create a conversation among themselves without 

assistance from the organization’s blog authors or supporting members.   

TRENT (direct of communications for a livestock association):  Yes, often it is a 
challenging and often times we start the conversation or we activate our young 
producer’s council to start the conversation.  Sometimes it takes time to get the 
ball rolling.  Once you say something flamboyant or out there enough, someone 
will comment. 
 
Most of the participants said their organizations have seen little response and 

while others are experiencing vast responses.  Stacy said the level of participation for her 

organization’s blog was developed with little effort.  “Our readers will comment if they 

have questions,” Stacy said.  “They are not shy to ask about something.” 

Katie said her organization struggles to engage blog readers in an active 

discussion: 

KATIE (member of marketing team for a food organization):  We don’t 
have a ton of comments on the blog.  We also post the email address of 
whoever wrote the blog to encourage a direct conversation if they have a 
question they would like to direct to the blog author. 
 
Hannah said the level of comments that they receive on their national crop blog is 

related to a post’s level of controversy.  Hannah also alluded to the fact she has been 

wary of some of the comments they may receive from the general public, but they have 

not had any derogatory attacks from members of the general public on a blog post.   

HANNAH (communications coordinator for a crop association):  Our blog 
is public, and we are [a] members-based organization.  Sometimes I am 
leery of the comments from the general public.  We have not had any 
situations yet [in] dealing with individuals who may be offended or 
unhappy about a blog post.  
 
Tyler said he wishes blog readers did more to interact with the blogging website.  

“An organization can measure the success of a blog in some ways by number of 
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comments that are posted and the time they were posted,” he said.  He also said that his 

organization has not figured out the perfect way to spur a conversation with their blog 

followers.  

 The organization blog authors said they were hoping for participation and 

readership because preparing blog posts requires additional effort.  Shelia said, “Writing 

a blog post takes effort and energy, and blog authors hope that people are reading what 

they post.”  Blog authors said they enjoy comments as they are a form of personal 

success for their work.  Tyler said, “A level of participation also serves as encouragement 

and satisfaction from the individual blogger and organization.”   

TYLER (communications director for a crop association):  We will write a great 
blog post and I think someone is going to see this and it’s going to get pick[ed] up 
and someone is going to love it and I will get all these comments on the blog post, 
and then it never seems to happen. 
 
Trent has also found that he can struggle to involve the readership. His 

organization has the ability to call on a group of members whose position with the 

association is to disseminate information about the [beef cattle] industry through social 

media.   

Each organization had a different process for moderating comments on blog posts.  

Some organizations allowed every comment to be posted, some were thoroughly read by 

the blog administrator before they were allowed to be posted, and others were manually 

sorted for profanities.  

Stacy said her organization had a strict set of organizational blogging policies and 

each comment was held to those policies.  She said the comments her organization were 

most concerned about monitoring were from people who were concerned or frustrated 
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and she said they aimed to help those people.  They were also very watchful of comments 

from anti-animal activist groups such as People for the Ethical Treatment of Animal 

(PETA) and the Human Society of the United States (HSUS).  

STACY (online content manager for a livestock organization):  We dissect each 
comment to determine if the comment is coming from someone who is seriously 
asking a question, someone with misinformation, or is this someone who no 
matter what we say to them they are going to be against us and they just want to 
vent their frustrations.  We never want to go into a fight, or engage in a 
conversation that could become hostile very quickly, which it happens as we are 
an organization involved in animal agriculture.  Organizations such as PETA and 
HSUS who do necessarily like people who eat meat…we will always have people 
commenting on our blog that no matter what we say to them, or what we try and 
explain is not going to help.  While if someone writes about worms in pork we 
can respond there are no worms in pork and share a study and other information 
stating the facts with them.  We look at every comment to see if can help this 
person or are they just want to start a fight.  
 

Trent said his organization’s policy to handle comments was not to remove 

comments from the blog unless they contained references to violent actions or 

profanities.  

TRENT (direct of communications for a livestock association):  We do it a little 
differently than most organizations do.  Our policy is anyone can post.,  We do 
not moderate the post; we will respond according.  We do not believe in 
moderating them, or at least I don’t, and I am fully against it as I think it takes 
away from the whole point of transparency.  We will remove a post for violence 
or profanity.  If there is something that we don’t agree with we will reply 
accordingly, and if we can’t respond accordingly, we have a problem.  

 
Katie said her organization only checked comments for profanities prior to the 

comments being posted on the blog.  Her organization had a comment policy, but it was 

not in writing.  “We feel that allowing all comments that don’t contain profanities is a 

way to encourage more discussion and if people have questions, we will go back and 

answer those questions,” Katie said.  
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Hannah said her organization used basic judgment to handle comments, but they 

had not written a policy for managing comments.  “Currently, we do not have a policy 

set, we use basic judgments to handle situations through the comment section.  I think 

that it can change and depends on the situation,” Hannah said.   

Tyler also mentioned his organization had no formal blog policy, but comments 

were edited using basic judgment.  “I tend not to edit out comments unless attack an 

individual or they don’t add anything to the conversation and it is just a rude comment,” 

he said.   

Shelia said her organization had experienced mass Internet spam attacks on their 

blog comments.  To stop this, she had turned off the blogs’ ability to allow comments.  

She did say that she had no problem with negative comments about her organization or 

agricultural production, but the spam attacks were too much to manage.  “If they were 

saying something about agriculture and it was negative, I would still let them express that 

opinion on the blog,” she said Chenault.  

 

Research Objective Three 

The third research objective was to describe how U.S. agricultural commodity 

organizations use blogs as part of a strategic communication plan.  Two major themes 

were identified: 1) measuring blog success, 2) strategic planning and determining target 

publics.  
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Measuring Blog Success  

Each organization considered success differently, but no organization had directly 

conducted research to determine their blogs success.  The commodity groups that 

participated in this research used the supplemental blogging analytics as the main way 

they monitored success of the blog as compared to using an external analytic monitoring 

organization.”  

Participants mentioned that public relations was a purpose of the blog, but 

Michelle said, “Maybe we should focus more on presenting a personal voice, but the blog 

has been an excellent public relations tool.”  They have been able to measure how publics 

are using her organizations blog to promote other messages. 

Trent mentioned that it was difficult to directly measure the success of his 

organization’s blog, but “Google analytics tells us a lot of information, and from there, 

we can measure the amount of time a visitors stayed, how many times a blog is 

mentioned on Twitter or Facebook.”   

Analyzing social media outlets, as to how many times a blog post was 

“retweeted” or “shared” on Facebook was an avenue of measuring success that many 

commodity organizations also used.   

KATIE (member of marketing team for a food organization):  We use social 
media as a way to monitor success, if we have a tweet about our blog post and it 
gets retweeted seven times we think that is pretty cool.  We monitor based upon 
the number of shared and retweets we get via social media. 
 
Six of the research participants considered a blog post successful if it received 

comments from followers and readers.   Participants said they wanted to have interaction 

with the blog followers through blog comments and other readers who started a dialogue.  
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Stacy said she used readers’ comments and interactions to gain knowledge, inspiration, 

and a greater understanding of a livestock industry.  She shared one specific example of 

when her organization brought a blogger from Seattle to a hog farm in Iowa.  She said the 

blogger toured the farm and then blogged about her experience. The blogger wrote about 

how quiet it was in the hog facility when she had anticipated the hogs being loud and 

unhappily living in a confinement barn. She also wrote that she was amazed to see how 

farmers and swine producers truly care about their animals.  Stacy said, “We saw this as a 

unique opportunity for a third party source to share their experience with our readers and 

it helped them really gain a better understanding of swine production.” 

The participants said the media was a target audience they wanted to reach with 

their blogs, and the mass media’s level of attention to their blogs was used as a 

measurement of success.  Shelia provided an example of China Daily USA picking up on 

the commodity organization’s blog then featuring a story about farmers and commodity 

organizations leaders touring agricultural facilities in China.  Michelle said the media was 

their main target audience, “Being able to share information with various audiences, 

especially media.  Also to give media the information that they need so they can follow 

us. In starting to generate stories.” 

Trent mentioned that receiving phone calls from the media about a blog topic or 

post was a rewarding feeling. “Based upon the phone calls that we get for testimony and 

questions about issues that affect policy makers, we feel our blog is successful,” Trent 

said.    
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Strategic Planning and Determining Target Publics  

The organizations sampled had not conducted research to determine who was 

actively reading their blogs.  The participants shared varying opinions regarding if they 

had established a blog with specific publics in mind.  Several of the organizations had not 

included social media communications in the organizational strategic communication 

plan, and therefore had not been able to determine who they wanted to be reading their 

blog, and who was actually was reading their blog.  Lindsay said she was aware of how 

her organization was using social media to interact with Internet users and those who they 

wanted to target, but she was unsure of who was really using their social media resources. 

LINDSAY (integrated communication specialist for a food organization):  
We tweet, we have a presence on Facebook and a YouTube channel and 
really we are using it as a way to share what we are doing.  We are also 
using social media to engage with people about dairy, it’s kind of a wide 
audience, obviously the dairy farmers use social media, but it’s also the 
general consumer who eats dairy, health professionals, it’s a wide range of 
people.  But we haven’t got down to specific audiences. 

 
None of the organizations had directly conducted research to determine which 

publics or audiences were representative of their followers other than through what 

information the blogging site provides for analytic support.  “It is the early adopters, just 

from our comments and things like that we can tell,” Katie said.   

Target audiences and the blog’s main objectives were not included in this 

organization’s communication plan.  Tyler said, “Our organization is not trying to target 

anyone in particular with this blog, it just gives people a look at what we are doing and 

what we are thinking.”  



                                            Texas Tech University, Madeline Moore, August, 2012 
 

 101 

While most participants hesitated to answer questions about strategic planning 

and determining readership, three others were quick to respond that they had not been 

able to determine who their current followers were.   

MICHELLE (communications manager for a crop organization):  Not 
directly, but do know of board members are reading, they often say, “Oh, I 
saw that and it was great. Thanks for posting that,” or a media request or, 
“Hey, I was looking at your blog. Can I get more information on this?”  

 
Seven of the nine participants had not officially written social media policies into 

their organizations’ communications plans.  All of the participants did say that blog 

comments were previewed, filtered, or inspected to check for personal attacks and 

profanities.  Michelle said her organization was operating policies on an as-needed basis. 

MICHELLE (communications manager for a crop organization):  I don’t 
think we do have policies, I think that is hoping that we develop on an as 
need basis. I think that we would look at what other organizations are 
doing and using, I think that some of the other work that we are doing with 
consumer outreach with other blogs there, there is the need for mediation 
and making sure that comments are ok and we are being open, but still 
controlled.  
 
Trent added that his organization has a policy for comments. 

TRENT (direct of communications for a livestock association):  We do it a 
little differently than most organizations do. Our policy is anyone can 
posts, we do not moderate the post, we will respond accordingly.  We do 
not believe in moderating them, or at least I don’t, and I am fully against it 
as I think it takes away from the whole point of transparency.  We will 
remove a post for violent or profanity.  If there is something that we don’t 
agree with we will reply accordingly, and if we can’t respond accordingly, 
we have a problem. 
  
Other organizations have a defined communications strategy and modes of 

communication with their target audiences, such as print media for target public and 

social media to communicate with another public.  These modes of communication 
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include utilizing trade shows with informational displays at industry events about the 

blog, industry and mass media outlets, organizations publications, organizational talks, 

commenting on specific blogs, and being hyperlinked to other state, regional, or national 

blogs or websites that support the commodity.  Trent’s organization uses instant email-

blasts to the members to provide blog post updates.   

TRENT (direct of communications for a livestock association):  At trade shows 
we have a special display for the blog.  We also use trade media to advocate for 
blog.  We also use another blog to advocate for our blog, for example, state 
organizations websites link to our blog, and we also utilize other major industry 
blogs to do that.  We also send out direct communication.  We have also added 
each one of our members’ email addresses to our blog so they get instantly sent an 
update to their email account.   

 
Tyler said his organization promotes their blog through organizational meetings 

and talks: 

TYLER (communications director for a crop association):  Any chance that we 
can get in front of a farm audience presentation; our blog is one thing that is listed 
as an address on the last power point slide. We talk about it a lot. We list it on our 
publications.  
 
Organizations that still focus on print media efforts to reach a predetermined 

target audience will include blog information, or include links for more information in 

print sources, with the hopes of directing print media readers to the blog to read other 

information.  Hannah said that her organization uses other forms of social media to 

promote the blog and organizational publications. 

HANNAH (communications coordinator for a crop association):  We also 
announce that we have our blog listed in our weekly newsletter. Its where we 
generate the majority of hits cause the majority of members see an interesting title 
and they want to see what else the blog has to say about it. 
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Research Objective Four 

Research objective four determined how and why U.S. agricultural commodity 

organizations use other social media tools in addition to blogs.  The major theme that 

appeared from the data analysis was that social media use helps further promote the blogs 

and communicate with other audiences.   

 

Using Social Media Helps Further Promote Blogs  

In addition to blogs, participants used several other social media outlets to reach a 

broader audience and allow more distribution of information.  Hannah said, “I think that 

our use of Twitter and Facebook are driving people to our blog, and then they subscribe 

to our blog.”  Michelle said her organization keeps social media in mind when producing 

content. 

MICHELLE (communications manager for a crop organization):  I think 
we view social media as another tool to communicate information.  One of 
the things that we keep in mind when putting information out through 
social media is, who may be the end user of this information and how 
might they use it. 
 

Social media use by organizations differed.  While all the participants’ organizations 

were utilizing Facebook and Twitter, some organizations were utilizing Flickr, YouTube, 

LinkedIn, Google+, and Sound Cloud.  Lindsay said her organization uses other forms of 

social media to promote the blog and serve as a “traffic driver” to the blogging website. 

LINDSAY (integrated communication specialist for a food organization):  Twitter 
and Facebook – they are in the top 10 referring methods, or how people are 
finding our website, so we know that when we are promoting our website it is 
working through social media. We have found that we get more feedback maybe 
on Facebook that we do on the blog itself.  
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Hannah stated that her organization is heavily using Twitter to bring people to the 

website where their organization’s blog is located.  “We have a demographic of farmers 

that are on Twitter, and Facebook, mainly the audience is constructed of agricultural 

communicators that we are speaking to because they are on social media,” she said.  

Hannah also said that one of the most successful ways to spread information via social 

media has been to “put a title of an article or something, something that is our newsletter 

or magazine and broadcasting that on Twitter or Facebook and they click on those links 

and go back to our website.”   

Other platforms of social media outlets have benefited organizational blogs as a 

promotional tool.  Stacy said her organizational blog uses cross promotion across all 

platforms of social media. 

STACY (online content manager for a livestock organization):  We do a lot of 
cross promotion, so if a blog post is up usually we tweet about it, and put it on our 
Facebook page.  We have really been working within our Facebook community to 
find other food bloggers talking about pork and highlight within our Facebook.  
It’s great because they get so excited that “[organization]” liked my pork recipe 
and they are going to talk about us through their blog and page.”  
 
Lindsay said her organization uses Facebook to host other discussions and 

questions related to blog posts. “We always post back on Facebook and sometimes we 

will ask a question on Facebook related to the post. We have got some interactions on 

the blog from that.” 

Many of these blogs provide additional resources to already established modes of 

communication. From print media or other outlets of social media, the organization’s 

blog is a common ground for organizations to merge all forms of social media.  
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MICHELLE (communications manager for a crop organization):  The blog is 
really used as one tool within several that we use to communicate information out.  
We have really tried to keep the blog more focused on social opportunities, that 
were timely, that were hard to tell using other forms of communication. 
 

Tyler viewed his organizations blog as a “dashboard” for all social media.  A place where 

people could come and see all the organization was doing to communicate with various 

publics.  

TYLER (communications director for a crop association):  We have our Twitter 
feed, our Flickr and YouTube also, and we are trying to look at it more as social 
media dash board for the organization.  When we redesigned the blog last year, I 
said I wanted it to resemble a dashboard.  I wanted a dashboard for all our social 
media and links to other resources.  
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CHAPTER IV 
 

CONCLUSIONS  
 

Introduction  
 

This chapter presents the key findings, conclusions, implications, and 

recommendations obtained from the results of nine individual in-depth telephone 

interviews.  The purpose of this study was to explore why and how U.S. agricultural 

commodity organizations are using blogs as a communication tool.  To address this 

purpose, the following research objectives were used:   

1. Describe how and why U.S. agricultural commodity organizations established 

blogs.  

2.  Describe how U.S. agricultural commodity organizations manage their blog 

content. 

3. Describe how U.S. agricultural commodity organizations use blogs as part of a 

strategic communication plan. 

4. Determine how and why U.S. agricultural commodity organizations use other 

social media tools in addition to blogs.  

 

Key Findings 

The participants represented different demographic characteristics related to age, 

gender, and geographic location.  The average age of participants was 33, and six of the 

nine participants were female.  All participants were selected for their designation as 

employees of U.S. agricultural commodity organizations. Organizations were located 
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throughout the country, with most in the Midwest.  All the participants had obtained a 

bachelor’s degree and three had earned a master’s degree.   

All the organizations represented in the study had established their blogs between 

2006 and 2012.  Three participants served as coordinators for the blog, which meant they 

were responsible for assisting with blog post topic selection, editing, and directly posting 

the information to the blogging website.  They also wrote blogs if needed, their 

responsibility largely was focused on gathering blog post from supplemental blog 

authors.  Six participants were responsible for writing, editing, and posting blog content 

to the website.  All the participants were responsible for maintaining the blog’s 

appearance, moderating comments, and providing supplemental information.  

The reason the organizations started a blog differed, but all participants agreed 

that blogs allowed the organizations to share information with target audiences through 

online communication.  All the participants said blogs were a form of social media that 

could promote a message about a specific purpose or cause.  Blogs were also selected as 

a form of communication because they were seen as useful and allowed the organizations 

to communicate to different audiences.   

Participants said they believed that their blogs were successful communicating a 

message to audiences on the Web.  The participants were very unsure of methods to reach 

new target audiences and market their blog as an online resource about their commodity.  

Other platforms of social media did serve as the most popular way for the commodity 

organizations to promote their blog.  Several organizations had a set posting schedule, 
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while others did not post content to their blogs unless they had quality information to 

share with their readers.   

The organizations did not have a definite way to measure the success of their 

blogging efforts.  The organization’s ability to precisely measure success was related to 

the limited about of strategic planning done to better establish the purpose of the blog and 

designate the target audiences for the blog.  Other forms of social media such Twitter, 

Facebook, and YouTube were mentioned as supporting the resources hosted and 

disseminated through the participants’ blogs.  

 

Conclusions & Implications 

Research Objective One  

Research objective one was to describe how and why U.S. agricultural 

commodity organizations established blogs.  The establishment of an organizational blog 

for the U.S. agricultural commodity organizations met a variety of communication goals.  

Blogging appeared to be a trend that the participants said would help their organizations 

to communicate with a variety of publics.  Blogging also allowed these organizations to 

reach out to new publics that may be interested in learning more about their agricultural 

commodity.  

Many of the blogging sites started as a new way to share information.  This 

technology was an effective way for organizations to communicate with the membership, 

the media, and various publics about events, crisis situations, and international travel.  

The purpose of the blog did vary by organization, such as consumer and producer 
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education, outreach, marketing, public relations, media relations, and mobilization.  The 

purpose of the blogs was not defined by the target audience or by who was actually 

following the blog. 

The participants said their organization’s blog began as a way to reach new or 

different audiences.  Colliander and Dahlén (2011) said blogs have the ability to reach a 

wide audience.  Seltzer and Mitrook (2007) said blogs offer a unique communications 

outlet that allows organizations and publics to interact.  Relationships formed through 

blogs between the organization and publics can benefit both parties based on the 

information shared (Seltzer & Mitrook, 2007).   

Blogging websites provide many unique features that allow organizations to better 

communicate with their membership and publics (Du & Wagner, 2006).  The 

organizations use their blogs to share in-depth information, publish searchable 

information that is archived and organized, and provide posts that can be quickly shared 

with, and by, readers and followers. The U.S. agricultural commodity organizations 

turned to blogs as a communication tool becuase such as they are easy to establish, 

universally accessible, allow for online information archival, and the ability to show a 

human or personal side of an organization (Herring et al., 2004; Kelleher & Miller, 2006; 

Kent, 2008).  Kent (2008) supported the use of blogs as a communication tool as this 

technology has a high level of usability and provides a way to gather information quickly 

and timely.  For the participating organizations, connecting with a new audience and 

providing timely content was a pivotal reason the organizations have chose to blog.  
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Eight organizations mentioned the ability to draw media attention from blog 

posts.  The ability to attract major mass media attention meets the organization’s goal of 

creating awareness and promoting the organization.  Blogs give an organization the 

ability to share content and messages, but they have little ability to control what their 

publics will choose to do with this information (Kent, 2008).  The participants said they 

felt a sense of accomplishment when the media used information provided in their 

organization’s blog.  This accomplishment also shows that the blog has an active 

audience, which Li (2005) said was a characteristic of blogs.   

Many public relations practitioners have been scared to embrace social media 

technologies to communicate with various publics (Grunig, 2009).  Those who have 

chosen to enact the various mediums of social media are seeing the benefits that 

technology allows them to communicate with their peers and with publics (Grunig, 

2009).  The use of organizational blogs has helped the participants’ organizations pitch 

stories to members of the mass media with little effort.  The media are constantly looking 

for interesting information that pertains to current news.  Commodity organizations’ 

blogs have enabled the groups to post the most current information about their respective 

industry.  Adamic and Glance (2005) found blogs were quick to present stories and 

mainstream media; these blog posts were often featured later as the breaking news source 

for the mainstream media.  Many commodity organizations have been able to gain 

national media attention through their blogs. 

Blogs have evolved with the improvement the Internet (Keller & Miller, 2006).  

The participants stated that blogging appeared to be a good way to connect with different 
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audiences, start a dialogue, and share and archive information with existing membership 

and publics.  Graybill (2010) also found that agricultural communicators use social media 

outlets to interact and start dialogues with numerous publics.   

 

Research Objective Two 

Research objective two was to describe how U.S. agricultural commodity 

organizations manage their blog content.  The participants in this study use both self-

hosted and cloud-hosted blogs.    The organizations also varied on how they designed and 

posted content to their blogs.  The participants said they enjoyed comments and 

participation from their readers.  Some blogs struggled more than others to encourage 

readers to comment.   

Organizations have two website options when choosing to establish a blog: add a 

page to an existing website (self-hosted) or host a blog through one of the free blogging 

websites available (cloud-hosted).  Two organizations chose to host their blogs through a 

preexisting website and found it to be an easier way to be transparent, as readers had 

access to everything about the organization from one website.  These organizations did 

not have the built-in analytics that Blogger or Wordpress websites provide.  Websites 

such as Blogger or Wordpress provided an easy and free way to establish a blog.  These 

websites also offer multiple analytics to better understand who is reading or following the 

blog.   

Promotion of the organization’s blogs and specific postings was a challenge for 

the participants.  Besides using other outlets of social media, the participants said they 
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struggled to find a way to promote their blogs.  Utilizing organizational print outlets such 

as newsletters or magazines was a method most participants used to encourage more blog 

followers.  The participants were receptive to new ideas on potentially connecting with 

new readers; they were just unsure of how to go about this.  Sweetser and Metzgar (2007) 

found that promoting an organization’s blog gave those organizations an opportunity to 

create new relationships daily.  Many of the organizations’ blogs were still new, and 

continued promotion of the blog will enhance their opportunities to expand their 

readership bases.  

Three commodity organizations used a schedule to post blog topics.  The schedule 

had not been written into the strategic communication plan for any of the organizations. 

One organization featured wheat related industry news one day a week, followed a few 

days later with a blog post focused on agriculture advancements and other industry 

information. Two participants based their organization’s blog posting schedule on the 

time of the year and posted blogs related to annual holidays and events that had cultural 

significance.  Other organizations left the blog post options very broad, either based on 

current events relevant to the organization or other items that had something to do with 

the commodity.  Using a set schedule for blog posting represents the organization’s 

attempt to create relationships and maintain existing relationships based on consistency 

and accountability (Porter et al., 2006).  Creating these types of relationships creates a 

symmetrical communication relationship between the organization and its publics 

(Cancel et al., 1999). 
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When asked about the organization’s posting habits, the participants said they 

fully understood the need to keep their blog current.  Each organization had a different 

strategy for blog posts.  Some had a weekly schedule, but the majority focused on 

providing quality content.  The participants said their organizations focused their blog 

posts and other content matter to the subject of the commodity or other information that 

impacts the organization.  

Blogs encourage the application of the two-way symmetrical model.  

Organizations have the opportunity to understand the audiences’ desires then 

communicate about the organizations aspirations based on research (Grunig & Hunt, 

1994).  Having a personal tone in a conversation can increase two-way communication, 

as publics or blog readers will be able to develop a connection with the blog and 

organization (Kelleher & Miller, 2006; Kent, 2008).  As a public relations tool, blogs 

allow a communicator or practitioner to excite, inform, or manage various publics about 

the promotion of a specific good, service, or cause (Broom, 2009).  Using a personal tone 

in blog posts also helps to facilitate the feeling of community, or a gathering place for 

individuals to interact, and allows publics and organizations to directly participate in two-

way communication (Herring et al., 2004). 

The participants discussed the time, energy, and effort it takes to blog as a 

constraint to why they may not blog as often as wanted.  Due to the effort it takes to blog, 

one participant raised the question of the future of blogging in general. He said that he 

thinks that blogging itself will be a fading trend in the future because of the effort it 

requires, and people will pursue micro-blogging websites such as Twitter.  
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Many of the participants said they considered a blog successful if readers 

participate on the blog about a post or another subject pertaining to the organization, 

commodity, or agriculture.  One participant said the organization had no problems getting 

its readers to comment and start a dialogue.  Yang and Lim (2009) found that when blog 

content is written with a higher level of staged interactivity, the public judged the 

particular website to be more transparent and credible. The participants explained they 

were working to provide a consistent level of interaction between the blog readers and 

organization, but sometimes the readers would not comment.    Merry (2011) stated that 

personalized content will allow for organizations to promote interactivity through blogs.  

The theory of interactivity occurs when a communication system, such as a computer, 

converses with a person.  The sender can interact with the receiver, and this creates a 

form of interpersonal communications (Rogers, 1986).  The organizations interviewed in 

this study focused on individual content, individual interactions through comments and 

email discussions with the users or readers of U.S. agricultural commodity organizations 

blogs.  It was rewarding to the blog authors when readers commented blog posts on and 

shared directly from the blogging site through email and social media.  The participants 

said their organizations aimed at creating a blog that had a level of interactivity, but 

several said they struggled to gain interaction from their readers. 

 

Research Objective Three 

Research objective three was to determine how U.S. agricultural commodity 

organizations are using blogs as a part of a strategic communication plan.  Organizations 
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used some online analytics to measure blog hits, and gauged their organization’s 

blogging success through blog reader interaction.  The organizations had not 

predetermined who their target audiences may be, or who they may be targeting with 

their organizational blog.  

Organizations need to have a defined strategic communications plan to enhance 

the interest of an organization to its public (Grunig, 1992).  Only two of the nine 

organizations had written the blog into their organization’s strategic communications 

plan.  Participants described the blogs to be very flexible and easily fit the changing 

needs of the organization to disseminate information to publics.  Participants whose 

organizations had not written blogging or other forms of social media into their strategic 

communication plan said their blogs had various communication uses and they had not 

experienced the need to include this communication outlet into the plan.  

Uses and gratifications theory is highly applicable in this study, as organizations 

have been using blogs to reach a new or different target audience.  The target audiences 

utilizing blogs as a source of information are likely to be different than those who use 

print media.  Organizations must continually produce quality content, and work to 

stimulate and nurture relationships with their publics to meet gratifications (Kent, 2008).  

One aspect of strategic planning is to establish goals to measure success. 

Organizations have the option to measure success of their blogs in several ways.  

Blogging websites and Google offer analytics, which provide organizations with valuable 

information, but these analytics do not allow for an organization to directly understand 

why certain people are reading or following their blog.  Some businesses do provide in-
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depth coverage of social media, mass media, and Internet searches, but none of the 

participants utilized any of those particular services.  Google and Wordpress analytics 

were the only methods of research used to determine the number and type of blog readers 

and followers.  Key (2005) said public relations and communicating in the digital age 

requires knowing and understanding who an organization’s publics are.  Organizations 

must understand how they can influence their publics, and influencing publics requires 

strategy (Key, 2005).  

Organizations also determined success for their blogs by monitoring how their 

blog posts were shared via social media.  Participants said Facebook “shares” and Twitter 

“retweets” were indicators of how interesting or useful the information was.   

Another important major factor to evaluate success for the organizations was the 

response of the mass media to their blog posts.  When the mass media picks up on a story 

from an organizational blog, or calls for a lead on other information that was found on the 

blog, the participants said this was a huge success.  Blogging can draw attention from 

mass media outlets, which allows the organizations to disseminate information about 

their organization, commodity, and production agriculture to these outlets without 

utilizing other resources.  

 

Research Objective Four 

Research objective four was to determine how and why U.S. commodity 

organizations use other social media tools in addition to blogs. Wright and Hinson (2008) 

recommended organizations develop new communication strategies to specifically target 
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audiences through social media and blogging.  When asked about supplemental social 

media use, the participants said their organizational blog was largely supported by other 

platforms of social media such as Facebook, Twitter, or YouTube.  Supplemental social 

media platforms served as an Internet “traffic driver” to bring readers to the blog.  

Graybill (2010) also found that one outlet of social media is typically supported by other 

forms of social media.  She said that using various social media creates support and 

knowledge of agricultural issues when used to share information through multiple outlets 

of social media. Yang and Lim (2009) found that practitioners who partook in social 

media relationship building were also more likely to conduct communications with key 

publics in a symmetrical fashion rather than asymmetrical.   

 
Discussion 

This study found that U.S. agricultural commodity organizations used their blogs 

to reach publics with messages about current events, consumer information, industry 

news, travel, and to educate various public about production agriculture.  The participants 

said that their organization’s blog served as a communication tool that creates an 

opportunity for them to share information with their publics, archive information, and 

participate in social media communication.  The success of a blog is largely determined 

by the individual organization and how it concludes what efforts are gaining the 

organization the most blog followers, social media attention, and mass media inquiries.  

The participants were very involved in blogging and utilized other platforms of 

social media to draw more readers to the organization’s blog.  By using other forms of 

social media, the organizations also wanted to capture different audiences and encourage 
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more individuals to read the information in the blog posts.  Participants agreed that 

transparency of the blog sponsor was a high priority, and one that was accomplished due 

to the supplemental information and contact with the sponsoring commodity 

organization.  

The theoretical framework for this study combined four theories: relationship 

management, contingency theory of accommodation, interactivity theory, and the theory 

of uses and gratifications.  These theories have been applied in prior blogging research, 

and establish a framework with which to explore U.S. agricultural commodity 

organizations’ use of blogs as a communication tool.   

Figure 5.1 displays how the theories work together to provide the theoretical 

framework of this study. This model is viewed from the perspective of an organization 

working to communicate with its publics through a blog as a communication and public 

relations tool.  
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Figure 5.1. A Theoretical Framework for Organizational Use of Blogs  

 

Agricultural communicators can apply the theoretical framework in Figure 5.1 to 

better recognize how to develop the content for a blog that will best meet their 
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organization’s communication goals.  The framework demonstrates how organizations 

can use four theories to better communicate with identified publics through the use of 

blogs.  This framework can be applied by an entire organization or by an individual 

blogger who wants to create improved interactions with readers or blog followers.   

As Figure 5.1 displays, the development of blog content is influenced by both 

what the organization wants to say and its understanding of what they audience wants to 

hear or read. The top part of the figure recognizes a number of factors are involved with 

an organization’s content development.  The contingency theory of accommodation 

posits that communication practices between an individual and organization can exist 

anywhere on a continuum from pure advocacy to pure accommodation (Cancel et al., 

1997).  When organizations such as U.S. agricultural commodity organizations 

understand what their publics would like from them, they can adjust along the continuum 

to better communicate to these publics.  

An organizations’ dedication to creating conversations through social media and 

other forms of new media demonstrates the use of interactivity.  The theory of 

interactivity explains how humans use communication systems to interact with each other 

such as social media and blogs (Scuncio, 2010).  People are using the interactivity 

inherent in blogs to create interpersonal relationships with blog authors and other readers.  

Organizations should encourage this interactivity and establish methods to facilitate 

feedback and involvement.  

The theory of relationship management is included in this framework because 

blogs provide an opportunity to create and maintain relationships with publics.  The 
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development of pertinent content for audience members would improve an organization’s 

ability to establish and nurture valuable relationships.  Organizations need to analyze 

what their publics truly value in the relationship they have created through social media.  

Understanding how this relationship is viewed would allow the organization to better 

facilitate to the needs of their audience.  

The bottom half of Figure 5.1 recognizes that audience members are a vital aspect 

of an organization’s use of blogs.  The two-way interaction between a blog author and 

blog reader is what makes blogs distinct from websites.  The theory of uses and 

gratification attempts to define how individuals, groups, and members of society choose 

particular media to satisfy their needs (Katz et al., 1974).  Media use is a personal choice 

for audience members, and people choose specific forms of media to meet their needs or 

goals. Media users will select a form of media that fits their own needs and that matches 

their ability to filter and sort perceived information from the media (Katz et al., 1974).  

Blogs require an active audience (Li, 2005); therefore, catering to the media needs of 

blog readers will encourage relationship development with readers.  The blog authors 

also gain gratification from active readers who participate on the blog.  To summarize, as 

an organization publishes a message, the blog reader or follower reads the information, 

which can trigger a dialogue about the published information.  The organization has the 

opportunity to interact with its publics through this form of two-way communication.  

Blogs also allow for organizations to manage the creation and continuation of 

relationships with publics through stimulated conversations and dialogue.  Blog authors 

and organizations have the option to accommodate the blog content to what the audience 
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members want to read or the organization can advocate for their own goals through this 

communication channel.  

Recommendations 

Practitioners 

Blogs have the ability to reach a wide audience and disseminate information at a 

highly effective rate because Internet users can access a wide array of blogs.  Based on 

this study’s findings, agricultural communicators and public relations practitioners should 

actively utilize blogs and other forms of social media to communicate about agricultural 

events, news, industry issues, and crisis situations.  This form of online communication 

can also foster producer and consumer relations by creating a two-way conversation 

between the food producer and the general consumer.  

Blogging websites offer an effective and inexpensive supplemental 

communication outlet for organizations. Blogging can be done with little to no financial 

investment from the organization.  Although blogging does take time, energy, and effort 

from the practitioner, the time spent developing relationships with blog followers has be 

found to be a successful way to extend the reach of an organization.  Social media and 

blogs create communities on the Web, which allow an organization to develop an online 

reputation with blog followers.   

Consumers want to know about modern day food production, and social media, 

specifically blogs, give practitioners and agricultural communicators a place to share in-

depth knowledge, photos, videos, and podcasts about the numerous steps it takes to create 

consumer goods.  When doing so, organizations need to be transparent in who is writing 
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for the blog or sponsoring its content.  Transparency was not an issue for participants’ 

organizations in this study because their organizations were completely open to their 

readers about who was sponsoring the blog.  It is best to notify readers of the blog 

sponsor so as to not appear dishonest. 

Blog followers typically develop relationships with the blog authors and gain a 

sense of trust and creditability from consistent and reliable posts.  Organizations must be 

dedicated to continually updating their blogs with quality content.  This can be done by 

providing content that the blog followers express an interest in and linking to supporting 

content from external sources such as links to other websites, podcasts, Twitter feeds, 

Facebook groups, Flickr photos, and YouTube videos.  

Due to the effort blogging requires, being motivated and passionate about the 

greater mission of the blog is extremely important.  U.S. agricultural commodity 

organizations with blogs have the ability to educate and excite people about production 

agriculture and the everyday influences agriculture has on every consumer’s life. An 

organization that presents a passion and dedication to their industry can, through a blog, 

build and maintain relationships with audience members.  

The use of social media outlets should be included in any organization’s strategic 

communication plan.  An organization should have an established plan and policies set in 

place for all employees to understand the organization’s intended use of blogs and other 

forms of social media.  Organizations should not join or use a platform of social media 

unless they are prepared to maintain and develop relationships with other individuals who 

are using that form of social media.  
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Recognizing who an organization’s intended audience members are prior to 

establishing a blog will help the organization provide more appealing content and 

develop more meaningful relationships with blog readers.  If an organization already has 

a functioning blog, research should be conducted to determine who their blog followers 

and readers are through surveys and analytics.  Catering and preparing information to 

appease those people could create a stronger community atmosphere.  Knowing who the 

intended user of the information will be can assist an organization in developing content.  

Also, an organization should be prepared to let a message or information spread 

throughout the World Wide Web.  The Internet allows users to share information quickly 

so preparing quality content and being prepared to handle backlash from members of the 

public will help an organization manage its relationships and reputation.  

Organizations should also determine measures of success for their blogging 

website, individual blog posts, and other forms of social media.  These items of 

measurement for each blog post could be counting the number of media inquiries, Twitter 

“retweets,” Facebook “shares,” blog hits, and/or click-through rates.  Due to the extra 

effort organizations are required to commit to using social media outlets, especially 

blogs, measuring success is important to encourage continued use and justify use of these 

communication tools. 

Finally, organizations should involve their members to use their own social media 

presence to support and share the organization’s blog posts.  Electing or selecting a group 

of people to initiate a dialogue about a blog post may increase an organization’s blog 

traffic and identify readers who are more willing to participate.  
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Future Research 

This research was conducted with the intention of gaining an understanding of 

how U.S. agricultural commodity organizations are utilizing blogs.  This study found 

agriculturalists are using this communication tool to share their story and support modern 

agriculture. However, limited research has been done to understand the uses of blogs in 

agriculture, and more research is needed to understand how this industry is utilizing 

social media to share and disseminate information.  

More research is needed regarding the use of computer-mediated communication 

(CMC) as a relationship management tool for agricultural communicators.  More 

information about how and why organizations and consumers are choosing to 

communicate with online mediums would benefit agricultural communicators and 

practitioners.  

Blogs and other forms of social media have been utilized together to promote 

organizational messages.  It would be beneficial to analyze how organizations utilize a 

variety of social media outlets (such as blogs, Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, or Google+) 

and the messages they share on the different platforms.  Further examination of the 

messages through content analysis would identify how the messages coincide or vary 

across these platforms.  

Future research could include how agricultural organizations are using social 

media as compared to agricultural businesses, health care industry representatives, and 

anti-agriculture activist organizations.  The insight gained from this type of study would 
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illustrate how other types of organizations are disseminating information related to 

agriculture, food, and the environment.  

Blogs work to develop and maintain relationships with targeted publics.  There is 

very little research on how agricultural communicators are using blogs and other forms of 

social media to create these relationships with targeted publics.  Organizations work to 

establish trust with audience members, and research related to how agricultural 

organizations work through social media to build and maintain that trust could be used as 

a measure of success for organizations.  This type of study could also gain a better 

understanding how agricultural bloggers develop blogging strategies and how they plan 

to build and maintain blog followership and relationships with readers.   

Future research should use content analysis methodology to examine what types 

of agricultural information is being shared via blogs.  This analysis would include both 

the blog posts and all subsequent reader comments and author replies.  Examination of 

this content would identify what content encourages the most reader feedback and better 

understand the role of interactivity and relationship management theories when applied to 

blogs.  Content analysis of blog content would also identify how organizations apply 

contingency theory when writing blog content. 

The theory of interactivity could also be further tested through blog website 

usability studies.  This research approach would point out what organizations are doing 

well or could do better in regard to website usability, design, and accessibility to 

encourage two-way communication. 
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The current study had more participants who were associated with organizations 

classified as a crop-based commodity organization.  More research could be done to 

determine why this type of commodity organization is using blogs to communicate with 

their members at a higher rate than other types of commodity organizations.  

While the current study’s purpose was to examine commodity organization’s use, 

more research is needed to explore why individuals in agriculture such as farmers and 

ranchers choose to utilize blogs to communicate about their agricultural operations.  

Learning more about why and how they communicate via blogs and other social media 

would provide more insight for other individuals in agriculture who are considering using 

these communication tools.  

Blog readership surveys are another line of inquiry that would apply the uses and 

gratifications theory.  This type of research would help identify why individuals read 

certain types of blogs and what they hope to gain from the experience.  This insight 

would help develop content that meets those needs and supplies the necessary 

gratification. 
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APPENDIX B 

 
EMAIL RECRUITMENT LETTER 

 
Email Recruitment Letter 

 
 
 
 
Dear __________________: 
 
I am currently working on my master’s thesis at Texas Tech University. After a search of 
U.S. agriculture commodity organizations with blogs from the National Farm 
Broadcasters Allied Industry Council membership and the American Agricultural 
Editors’ Association membership lists was conducted, you were selected as a potential 
participant in this study because you are the blog author 
for__________________________. I am interested in learning more about how you 
utilize your organization’s blog to communicate with your vital publics and stakeholders.  
 
In order to gain a better understanding of how you utilize your blogs to meet your 
communication needs, I would like to ask you to participate in a 30- to 45-minute 
telephone interview. Your feedback will be used to inform agricultural communicators 
how to effectively use blogs and other social media technologies to communicate 
agricultural issues to the public. 
 
If you are willing to participate in this interview, please reply to me Madeline Moore at 
(541) 786-1825 or maddee.moore@ttu.edu. You can also contact my adviser, Dr. 
Courtney Meyers at (806) 742-2816 or courtney.meyers@ttu.edu.  
 
Your feedback will provide valuable insight into the development of future resources for 
fellow communicators. Thank you in advance for your cooperation. 
 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Madeline Moore, Graduate Student 
 
Courtney Meyers, Assistant Professor 
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APPENDIX C 
 

FOLLOW UP EMAIL 
 

Follow-up Email Recruitment Letter 
 
 
 
 
Dear _____________________: 
 
A few days ago, you should have received an emailrequesting your participation in an 
interview about your involvement as blog author for the ___________________ and how 
you utilize the blog to communicate with members of your group. 
 
After a search of U.S. agriculture commodity organizations blogging about agricultural 
commodities was conducted, you were selected as a potential participant in this study. I 
will begin interviews in early December. The interview would last about 30 to 45 minutes 
and would be arranged for a time convenient to your schedule. The interview will be 
conducted by phone for convenience, and with your permission, the interview will be 
tape-recorded to facilitate collection of information and later transcribed for analysis. All 
information will be considered confidential; your name will not be connected to your 
comments.  
 
Your feedback will be used to inform other agricultural communicators how to 
effectively use blogs and other social media technologies to communicate agricultural 
issues to the public.  
 
If you are willing to participate in this interview, please reply to me at (541) 786-1825 
maddee.moore@ttu.edu. You can also contact my adviser, Dr. Courtney Meyers at (806) 
742-2816 or courtney.meyers@ttu.edu.  
 
 
Your feedback will provide valuable insight into the development of future resources for 
fellow communicators. Thank you in advance for your cooperation. 
 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Madeline Moore, Graduate Student 
 
Courtney Meyers, Assistant Professor     
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APPENDIX D 
 

TELEPHONE CONTACT 
 

Telephone Recruitment Script 
 
Good (morning/afternoon). May I please speak with (name of potential participant)? 
 
 
My name is Madeline Moore, and I am a graduate student in agricultural communications 
at Texas Tech University. A few days ago, you should have received an email requesting 
your participation in an interview about how you use your organization’s blog for 
communication purposes. Is this a convenient time to give you additional information 
about the interview? 
 
I would like to interview you near the first of December. The interview would last 30 to 
45 minutes and would be arranged at a time convenient for you. The interview will be 
conducted over the telephone. With your permission, the interview will be tape-recorded 
to facilitate collection of information and later transcribed for analysis. All information 
you provide will be considered confidential. Your name will not be connected to any of 
your comments, and we will not use your organization’s name either. Before the 
interview, I will read you informed consent information and will ask you to agree to 
participate in the study.   
 
Are you interested in being interviewed? 
 
(If yes) What would be a convenient time to conduct the telephone interview? 
 
Thank you very much for your time. Once again, if you have any questions or concerns, 
please do not hesitate to contact me at (541)786-1825 maddee.moore@ttu.edu. You can 
also contact my adviser, Dr. Courtney Meyers at (806) 742-2816 or 
courtney.meyers@ttu.edu.  
 
(If no) Thank you very much for your time today. I appreciate you giving me a chance to 
explain the study, and I hope you have a nice day. 
 
Goodbye.  
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APPENDIX E 
 

INFORMED CONSENT 
 

Informed Consent Phone Script 
 
 
 

Protocol Title: Exploring U.S. Agricultural Commodity Organizations’ Use of Blogs as 
a Communication Tool  
 
The purpose of this study is to gather insight into why individuals use social media, 
specifically blogs, to communicate information in social movements related to 
agricultural issues. For this study, you will be asked to participate in a 30- to 45-minute 
interview in which you will explain how you utilize your organization’s blog to meet 
your communication needs. 
Your participation in this interview is completely voluntary. There is no penalty for not 
participating. You can stop any time without penalty, and you do not have to answer any 
question you do not wish to answer. 
 
Because we want to capture your complete statements, the discussion will be audio-
recorded. All answers are confidential to the extent provided by law; your name will not 
be connected to any comments. There are no known risks associated with this study and 
there is no compensation or other direct benefit to you for participation.  
 
If you have any questions about this research, please contact the study supervisor, Dr. 
Courtney Meyers, at (806) 742-2816. For questions regarding your rights as a research 
participant or about possible risks or injuries caused by the study, please contact Texas 
Tech University Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects, Office 
of Research Services, Texas Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409. Or, you may call 
(806) 742-3884. 
 
Do you agree to voluntarily participate in this study? 
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APPENDIX F 
 

INTERVIEW GUIDE 
 

Questioning Guide 
 
Introduction 
 
As you already know, you were asked to participate in this study because you are the 
blog author for the U.S. agricultural commodity organization, __________________. I 
am interested in learning more about how you utilize blogs to communicate with various 
publics and stakeholders, but first, I would like to get to know a little more about you. I 
am going to ask a few demographic questions; however, your identity will not be 
associated with any of the information you provide. 
 
Demographic Characteristics of Group Administrators 
 

1. What is your gender? 
2. What is your age? 
3. Will you please explain your educational background? 
4. What is your official title in the organization you are representing? 

a. What are your responsibilities? 
b. How long have you held this position in the organization? 

5. Where is your geographical location? 
6. Can you please briefly explain your professional background? (No need to be 

specific, just type of industry, how you became involved, etc.) 
7. Do you personally write your own blog?  

a. If so when did you start blogging? 
b. Often do you blog? 

 
Describe Organization’s Motivation for Establishing a Blog 
 

1. When did the organization you are associated with first establish a blog? 
2. What was the motivation by the organization to establishing a blog?  
3. How does your organizations blog fit with your organizations communication 

plan?  
a. How is social media incorporated into your organizations communication 

plan?  
b. How is social media funded as a part of your organizations 

communication budget?  
 

 
 
Organization’s Use of Blogs 
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1. What is the purpose or goal of your organizations blog? 
2. Is your organizations blog hosted through the organizations website or an external 

blogging site?  
a. Why did you chose to host the blog through your website or an external 
website? 
b. What external site are you using to host your blog? 
c. Has your organization purchased a web address? 

3. How often are you posting new blog posts to your organizations blog site? 
4. What determines the subject matter for your organizations blog post? 

a. Do you use a continual theme throughout the blog for blogging topics? 
5. What other information is provided and updated on your organizations blog site?  
6. How many bloggers does your organization have contributing to the blog? 

a. If your organization has more than one blogger how often do the other 
bloggers contribute? 

b. Who is the blog editor for the organization? 
7. What is your organizations strategy for blogging? (Marketing, educational, out 

reach, producer relations) 
8. How does blogging work with other forms of social media that your organization 

is using? 
a. What other forms of social media is your organization using? 

 
Organization’s Opinions, Attitudes and Beliefs of Use of Blogs 

 
1.  How does your organizations blog portray itself as transparent?  
2. How do people find out about your organizations blog? 

a. Do you actively recruit readers? 
b. If you do recruit readers what process do you use?  

3. Do you encourage discussion and participation on your organizations blog from 
your readers?  

a. What are your organization policies for public comments and discusion on 
your blog postings?  

4. Do you believe that your organizations blog is helping to generate interest in your 
organization? 

 
Describe the Organization’s Assessments of the Blog 
 

1. What is your organizations future plans for the blog? 
2. How do you determine is the blog is a successful communication tool for your 

organization?  
3. Which publics is your organization trying to target with the blog? 
4. Have you determined which publics are reading your organizations blog 

 
Thank you again for your time.  


