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ABSTRACT 

Professional development helps employees improve upon skills gained on the job 

and adds value to an employee’s profile.  Employees are willing to participate in 

professional development, on company or personal time. Andragogy, adult learning 

theory, and organizational learning were the concepts used to guide this study. 

Andragogy refers to the differences between child learning (pedagogy) and adult 

learning. Adult learning theory was derived from andragogy and focuses on how adults 

learn. Organizational learning pertains to the organizational climate and culture. 

 Studies have identified skills employers want in recent college graduates but little 

research has been done regarding agricultural communicators' professional development 

needs.  This study sought to identify and describe professional development needs of 

agricultural communicators. Both descriptive statistics and the Borich needs assessment 

model were utilized to identify professional development needs of agricultural 

communicators.  

 Respondents utilized several types of professional development including 

conferences, readings, and webinars.  Within planning and management items, 

respondents indicated their biggest training need dealt with strategic planning, which 

refers to foreseeing future trends and planning responses around those trends.. Personal 

planning, which deals with tasks such as time management, organization, and task 

completion, had the highest need within skill and task items, as indicated by respondents.  

The item requiring the most training overall was strategic planning. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Background and Setting 

 Guskey (2000) defined professional development as “those processes and 

activities designed to enhance the professional knowledge, sills, and attitudes” (p. 16).  

Professional development is a necessary component for improvements within an 

organization (Guskey, 2000).  As an employee’s education ages, the skills they learned 

become obsolete (Juniper, 2014).  To combat this, Juniper (2014) suggests participating 

in professional development.  Professional development adds value to an employee’s 

profile (Juniper, 2014).  As responsibilities and roles evolve and are added to employees’ 

workloads, expertise, or at least familiarity, is needed in those areas (Guskey, 2000).  

Organizations that have set aside funds for professional development see improvements 

in employee performance and engagement in their roles (Harris, 2013).   

According to the Kelly Global Workforce Index (2013), more than half of the 

participants supported the notion that trainings provided by their organization or 

employers effectively built needed workplace skills.  In a study conducted by Training 

Magazine (2014), approximately 71% of respondents perceived professional 

development to be important to their employers.  Also, more than half of those 

respondents saw a value in professional development when it came to their jobs (Harris, 

2014).  The employees included in the study also said more professional development 

opportunities would benefit them, and they would be willing to pay for professional 

development out of their own pockets (Harris, 2014). 
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U.S. Agriculture Industry 

In 2012, the U.S. agriculture industry employed more than 16 million individuals 

(USDA ERS, 2014).  These jobs were in production (such as farming and ranching), 

agribusiness, resource development, tourism, packaging and manufacturing, animal 

science, horticulture, forestry, food science, wildlife, and agricultural communications 

(Agriculture Council of America, 2014).  

Agriculture is unique in the sense that it provides economic stimulation while also 

being a valuable way of life and heritage for many (Agriculture Goods, 2013; FAO, 

2013).  Agriculture encourages economic stimulation by providing food, goods, 

opportunity for international trade, food security, and employment (Agriculture Goods, 

2013).  For some, agriculture provides a sense of community and heritage (FAO, 2013).  

In other words, some see agriculture as a way of life and consider those who view 

agriculture similar, as part of their community (FAO, 2013). 

The industry’s uniqueness also comes from generations becoming further 

removed from the farm and an agricultural setting (Boone, Meisenbach, & Tucker, 2000).  

According to the American Farm Bureau (2009), the average consumer is now three 

generations removed from agriculture.  While this can be problematic in the sense that 

consumers may be skeptical and unknowledgeable about production practices; it also 

creates an opportunity to advocate for agriculture (Gordon, 2012; Market Journal, 2011).  

 

 

 



Texas Tech University, Lisa Chesher, December 2014 
 

3 
 

Agricultural Communications 

Agricultural communicators take mass communication skills and apply them to 

agriculture.  Since agriculture can be found within the areas of both science and business, 

agricultural communicators must be able to apply communication skills in both areas 

(Agropreneurship, 2013).  Agricultural communications involves many areas of 

communication such as public relations, editing, news writing, design, social media, 

along with technical aspects (Morgan, 2010; Morgan, 2012; Morgan & Rucker, 2013).  In 

order to communicate agriculture’s stories, issues, and successes to the public, 

agricultural communicators need to stay current with technologies the public use.  

Technology is an important factor for any business or industry; it is also rapidly and 

constantly changing (Nichelson, 2014; The Dubin Group, 2013).  Staying abreast of 

emerging technologies allows agricultural communicators to better advocate and 

communicate with producers and consumers alike (Nichelson, 2014).  It is also important 

to understand the type of technology targeted audience members are using, even if it is 

not yet widely accepted (The Dubin Group, 2013).  

 Today, a professional agricultural communicator is not merely used to transport 

information.  From writing news stories or press releases to handling agricultural crises, 

agricultural communicators face many challenges in their day-to-day careers (Clem, 

2013).  This requires agricultural communicators to be able to work in a fast-paced 

environment where they must be versatile and have a diverse skill set.  Agricultural 

communicators have also had to deal with ever-changing technologies since the late 19
th

 

century (Boone et al., 2000).   
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Today, many universities offer agricultural communications degrees at both the 

undergraduate and graduate level.  These programs provide students an opportunity to 

develop skills needed in the agricultural communications industry (Morgan, 2010; 

Morgan, 2012; Morgan & Rucker, 2013).  The ability to communicate extends beyond 

just those students in agricultural communications programs.  Crawford, Lang, Fink, 

Dalton, and Fielitz (2011) asked employers which soft skills were most important when it 

came to hiring candidates; communication skills ranked first.  This means a candidate 

with strong communication skills may be chosen over a candidate with strengths in other 

skill sets (Crawford et al., 2011), regardless of that students’ major.    

Irlbeck and Akers (2009) performed a nationwide study to determine which habits 

and skills of recent agricultural communications graduates were perceived by employers 

to be satisfactory and which needed improvement.  Trustworthiness, being easy to work 

with, and reliability were the highest rated habits of recent agricultural communications 

graduates; while creativity, common sense, and organization were among those habits 

that needed improvement (Irlbeck & Akers, 2009).  Recent agricultural communications 

graduates were perceived to be satisfactory at photo editing, page layout, and public 

relations skills; however, sales, Web design, and news editing were perceived as weaker 

skills (Irlbeck & Akers, 2009).  

Moody, Stewart, and Bolt-Lee (2002) performed a study to identify which skills 

employers seek when hiring candidates, along with the best way to showcase those skills. 

Employers rated oral and written communication as the top skill needed, second place 

was computer literacy, interpersonal and social skills ranked third, critical thinking and 
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leadership tied for fourth place, and teamwork was the fifth skill employers thought their 

future employees needed (Moody et al., 2002).  While a resume and interview were rated 

among the best ways to showcase these skills, employers also thought providing a 

portfolio showcased skills a resume or interview may not (Moody et al., 2002).  

 

Professional Associations 

Professional associations can also help candidates showcase or even build skills 

employers seek (Berger, 2014).  Professional associations are defined as “a body of 

persons engaged in the same profession, formed usually to control entry into the 

profession, maintain standards, and represent the profession in discussions with other 

bodies” (Collins Online English Dictionary, para. 1, 2014).  The term can be 

interchanged with professional organizations.  These associations provide numerous 

opportunities for members including leadership opportunities, professional development, 

advocacy of an industry, and resources (Berger, 2014).  

Professional associations also impact members’ professional attitudes (Yeager, 

1981).  Belonging to a professional organization allows an employee to participate in 

public service, which is beneficial to society as a whole (Yeager, 1981).  When involved 

in a professional association, employees feel more connected to their profession, and 

view it as more of “a calling” than merely a job (Yeager, 1981).  Members are willing to 

take constructive criticism from fellow members within the organization, which shows 

trust and respect for fellow colleagues.  Overall, professional associations provide a sense 

of identity for the employees involved (Yeager, 1981). 



Texas Tech University, Lisa Chesher, December 2014 
 

6 
 

Yeager (1981) identified 12 factors that compelled respondents to join 

professional associations:  

1. Desire for esteem – recognition of self and work from others 

2. Change of pace – breaking the monotony of an everyday workload 

3. Desire for development of profession – maintenance of leadership and 

professionalism 

4. Personal development desire – self-improvement 

5. Desire for tangible benefits – better pay and improved benefits 

6. Desire for work-related information – comparing experiences, written 

resources 

7. Political activity – political discussion and lobbying 

8. Social benefits – creating relationships and friendships 

9. Meetings and programs – conferences  

10. Desire for information about the organization – identifying benefits of 

joining an organization  

11. Demonstrations – seminars  

12. Pressure to join an association – external and peer pressures (p. 328) 

Knoke (1988) identified six factors that motivate members to join professional 

associations: 1) material incentives, 2) information incentives, 3) occupational incentives, 

4) social incentives, 5) lobbying incentives, and 6) normative incentives.  Material 

incentives are comprised of such things as certificate programs.  Information incentives 

include informational resources such as research articles and other scholarly 
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communications.  Occupational incentives consist of professional networking and job 

search services.  Social incentives deal with friendship and recreational activities.  

Lobbying incentives are for those who want to affect government policy and the public.  

Those who join for normative incentives want to uphold and improve their organization’s 

image (Knoke, 1988).  Those respondents who expressed an interest in normative and 

social incentives were more likely to hold a role or position within their professional 

organization (Knoke, 1988). 

 Professional organizations and associations allow opportunities of collaboration 

within an increased network of contacts (Cherwin, 2010).  They also allow members to 

stay up-to-date on current developments within a profession.  Resources relevant to 

topics within a profession are also easily and readily available to professional 

organization members (Cherwin, 2010).   

 

Agricultural Media Summit 

The Agricultural Media Summit (AMS) brings together different agricultural 

communication organizations: the Livestock Publications Council (LPC), the American 

Agricultural Editors Association (AAEA), and the Association of Business Information 

and Media (ABM) AgriCouncil.  Members of these organizations are typically employed 

in print media, marketing, and public relations career fields (West, 2006). In her study, 

West (2006) found AMS members were nearly even in gender (54% male and 46% 

female) and most had a bachelor’s degree.  The majority of those who participated in 

AMS were members of the AAEA (54%, n = 127).  Most AMS attendees were 50 to 59 
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years of age (31.2%, n = 40) and had typically been employed in an agricultural 

communications field for 21 years or more (41.8%, n = 56).   

Within the LPC, gender, again, was almost split in half with 46.2% of LPC 

members being male (n = 36) and 53.8% of members being female (n = 42) (West, 

2006). The majority of LPC members had bachelor’s degrees (73.1%, n = 57) (West, 

2006). Most LPC members were either 30 to 39 years of age (29.3%, n = 22) or 50 to 59 

years of age (25.4%, n = 19) (West, 2006).  

AAEA members were mainly male (57.6%, n = 38); ABM AgriCouncil members 

were also mainly male (84.6%, n = 11) (West, 2006). Within the AAEA, the majority of 

members had bachelor’s degrees (74.2%, n = 49) (West, 2006). The majority of ABM 

AgriCouncil members also had bachelor’s degrees (84.6%, n = 11) (West, 2006). Most 

AAEA members were either 40 to 49 years of age (32.8%, n = 21) or 50 to 59 years of 

age (34.5%, n = 22) (West, 2006). The majority of ABM AgriCouncil members fell in 

the 50 to 59 years of age range (49.8%, n = 6). 

The AMS mission has four specific elements: 

1. To provide professional development and educations opportunities for all of 

our members. 

2. To provide networking opportunities for members of AAEA, LPC and ABM 

and other organizations in the ag industry. 

3. To promote, support and enhance the viability of ag media as an effective and 

efficient communications medium. 

4. To showcase the ag media industry through seminars and trade shows.  
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      (AMS, para. 1, 2014) 

 The first AMS objective deals with professional development (AMS, 2014).  The 

summit committee conducts research and considers feedback from attendees to outline 

topics covered at the annual conference (West, 2006).  This allows the committee to 

identify which topics agricultural communicators are most interested in and topics in 

which they need the most development.  In 2014, professional development sessions 

related to video, photography, journalism, Web design, creative thinking, personal 

planning, project planning, agricultural issues, developing relationships, written 

communication, Adobe design software, social media tools, and communications 

research (AMS, 2014).  

 The last objective is specific to the InfoExpo.  The InfoExpo is a trade show in 

which exhibitors have booths with information about their company, free promotional 

materials, and some may have raffles (AMS, 2014).  Some 2014 exhibitors included 

American Farm Bureau Federation, Bayer CropScience, DuPont Pioneer, and Monsanto 

(AMS, 2014). The InfoExpo allows time for networking between AMS attendees and 

exhibitors.  

 

Need for Study 

 Because most Americans are several generations removed from production 

agriculture, they rely on agricultural communicators to provide information about the 

industry.  These communicators perform various tasks every day using constantly 

evolving communications technology.  Morgan (2010 & 2012) and Morgan and Rucker 



Texas Tech University, Lisa Chesher, December 2014 
 

10 
 

(2013) identified several competencies agricultural communicators needed based on 

research with students, alumni, and industry professionals.  Figure 1.1 describes the 

major competencies agricultural communicators need in order to be a practicing 

professional. 

Figure 1.1. Professional Competencies of Agricultural Communicators (Morgan, 2010; 

Morgan 2012; Morgan & Rucker, 2013). 

 

 The need for the current study stems partly from these competencies.  

Agricultural communicators, and the agricultural communications profession as a whole, 

need to be able to identify where they stand in each competency.  To recognize individual 
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needs, organizations identify the knowledge, skills, and attributes in which individuals 

are lacking (Palmer, 1999).  Within the individual needs, a gap is created between an 

individual’s current skill set and where his professional skill set should be (Palmer, 

1999).  This study allows agricultural communicators to identify weaknesses, strengths, 

and areas of importance to the profession. 

 

Problem Statement 

 Professional development is multi-faceted in that it allows a professional to 

develop and enhance skills, and it identifies strengths and weaknesses in both individuals 

and organizations (Guskey, 2000).  If studies regarding professional development, 

specifically in agricultural communications, are completed, individuals, organizations, 

and the industry as a whole can use the results to their advantage.  Once professional 

development needs are targeted, then efforts can be utilized at conferences, like 

Agricultural Media Summit, and within organizations to develop agricultural 

communicators’ professional skills and thus the agricultural industry. 

 Many studies have sought to identify the skills employers want in recent college 

graduates (Crawford et al., 2011; Irlbeck & Akers, 2009; Moody et al., 2002).  While this 

can be somewhat applied to a professional setting, there are differences in that employees 

are currently in the workforce and graduates have yet to enter the workforce, thus making 

an employee’s professional development needs different from a recent graduate’s needs 

(Krawczyk et al., 2004).   
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West (2006) sought to identify relationships between skill confidence, AMS 

conference attendance, and general professional development.  West found no significant 

relationships between AMS attendance and the member attendees’ confidence to perform 

skills.  Significant positive relationships existed between LPC members who attended 

AMS and their graphic design skills, and LPC members who participated in workplace 

professional development and photo editing skills. 

Since then, there has been little in-depth research done regarding the professional 

development needs of agricultural communicators.  Additional research is needed to 

explore agricultural communicators’ professional development needs once hired.  In 

order to understand the professional needs of agricultural communicators, there must first 

be research to identify those needs. 

 

Limitations of the Study 

This study is limited to 2014 Agricultural Media Summit attendees and 

generalization should be limited to Agricultural Media Summit attendees.  Perceptions 

are limited to those who participated in the study. 

 

Basic Assumptions 

Professional development may mean different things to different participants.  All 

participants are involved in an agricultural communications career.  All participants can 

read and understand written English.  All participants will carefully read and honestly 

answer the questionnaire. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Overview 

The literature review for this study focuses on agricultural communications, needs 

assessments, and professional development.  Agricultural communications, for the 

purpose of this study, will be explained both as a profession and what competencies are 

pertinent for agricultural communications professionals.  Needs assessments and their 

emphasis within professional development is described.  Professional development and 

how it relates to an organization’s success will be defined.  The conceptual framework 

consists of andragogy, adult learning, and organizational learning. 

 

Agricultural Communications 

 Agricultural communications started in the 19
th

 century in the form of written 

communication.  From there, it expanded to include the radio, then television, and now 

agricultural communications has also entered the digital age (Boone, Meisenbach, & 

Tucker, 2000).  Each medium has brought different challenges to agricultural 

communications professions.  Not only do agricultural communicators need to 

understand each form of communication, but they also have to be able to apply it in ways 

that both agriculture and non-agriculture audiences will understand (Market Journal, 

2011).  In order to do this, agricultural communicators should possess certain 

competencies. 

 Clem (2013) identified seven categories of competencies relevant to the 

agricultural communications profession: 1) writing and grammar, 2) communication 
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skills, 3) agriculture, 4) technology, 5) personal skills, 6) specific skills, and 7) business.  

Writing and grammar outlined internal and external business writing and journalistic 

writing.  Communication skills included planning and writing for communication 

campaigns, analyzing an audience, research and presentation skills, communicate 

messages, risk and crisis management, form and maintain relationships, evaluate types of 

media, and evaluate self, messages and campaigns.  Agriculture competencies were 

having a basic understanding of agriculture, and the impact, influence, and advocacy of 

agriculture.  Technology included an understanding of social media, Adobe software, and 

Microsoft Office.  Personal skills related to professionalism, interpersonal skills, decision 

making, and time management.  Specific skills were photography, graphic design, video 

production and editing, and Web design.  Last, business competencies were an 

understanding of business communications, writing and understanding business reports, 

and understanding human capital (Clem, 2013). 

The digital age has brought particular changes to agricultural communications 

with the advent of social media (Beard, 2012).  Social media has given agricultural 

communicators a strong voice (Graber, 2011).  As technology changes and develops, so 

must the agricultural communicator (Nichelson, 2014; The Dubin Group, 2013). 

Specifically, Shaw (2013) sought to identify the types of online communication 

and to what extent agriculturists were using these communications, determine needs of 

agriculturists within online communication, and identify motivations and barriers to 

additional online communication training.  One-third of respondents said they used a 

website for their agricultural operation.  Creating and maintaining a website was 
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important, but agriculturists also noted they needed more training in the area.  Online 

communication was specifically related to social media such as Facebook, Twitter, and 

blogs.  The most prominent need within both Facebook and blogging was engaging 

audience members.  The most prominent need when using Twitter was mitigating the risk 

associated with having an account.  Overall, respondents indicated creating a user-

friendly website was the largest need.  Respondents also noted they thought online 

communication was important but needed training in the area.  Barriers and motivations 

to attend trainings addressing these issues included distance, cost, quality of content, and 

how it would fit within the respondents’ schedules (Shaw, 2013).  

 

Needs Assessments 

 Altschuld and Kumar (2010) defined a need as “a problem that should be attended 

to or resolved” (p.3).  The “need” portion of the needs assessment can be defined as a 

“measurable gap between two conditions – ‘what is’ (the current status or state) and 

‘what should be’ (the desired status or state)” (Alstchuld & Kumar, 2010, p.3).  Needs 

assessments are imperative to organizations so they know where to invest time and 

resources (Carter & Ferguson, 1996; Reviere, Berkowitz, & Porter, 1985).   

Altschuld and Kumar (2010) outlined a needs assessment process.  The first phase 

includes identifying possible issues within an organization.  This phase may require 

brainstorming sessions and a facilitator (Altschuld & Kumar, 2010).  Collecting data is 

the second phase of the process and requires gathering old data and records through both 

quantitative and qualitative methods.  This phase may be limited by an organization’s 



Texas Tech University, Lisa Chesher, December 2014 
 

16 
 

available resources (Altschuld & Kumar, 2010).  The third phase is analyzing the data 

collected, which depends on methods used in phase two (Altschuld & Kumar, 2010).  

The fourth and last phase is taking action.  After data has been analyzed, the organization 

can implement a plan to address issues the data shows (Altshculd & Kumar, 2010). 

The needs assessment process benefits the organization holistically and the 

employees involved as well.  Needs assessments not only help researchers and 

organizations understand where employees or participants are lacking in information but 

also their motivation for learning information they are lacking or developing skills 

needed for their job (Porter, 1985).  Employees may improve upon already utilized skills 

through professional development trainings and seminars.  Before trainings can occur 

though, the organization must know what areas have a gap between what is and what 

should be.  This is where needs assessment comes into play.  Practically any organization 

can find a reason to conduct a needs assessment (Boiarsky, 2004).   

 In order to be cost-effective and manage time efficiently, needs assessments are 

typically suggested and employed by businesses to identify areas to focus on for 

professional development seminars and trainings (Altshculd & Kumar, 2010).  Needs 

assessments can allow consultants or businesses to understand where resources and time 

should be spent in regards to professional development (Porter, 1985). 

 

Professional Development 

 Professional development is the next step or implication from a needs assessment.  

The needs assessment identifies what areas or competencies employees need training on 
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while the professional development addresses those needs (Guskey, 2000).  Needs 

assessments solidify the areas and need for professional development (Altshuld & 

Kumar, 2010).  Without prior research, professional development efforts and resources 

could be wasted (Altshuld & Kumar, 2010).  Guskey (2000) defined professional 

development as “those processes and activities designed to enhance the professional 

knowledge, sills, and attitudes” (p. 16).   Professional development has three 

characteristics that help define it as a process (Guskey, 2000).  First, professional 

development is intentional.  This characterizes professional development as a conscious 

effort that is guided by pre-determined principles (Guskey, 2000).  Second, professional 

development is ongoing.  Since knowledge is always expanding and there are new 

developments in any given profession daily, professional development must be an 

ongoing process to benefit (Guskey, 2000).  Lastly, professional development is 

systemic.  Professional development facilitators should consider change and all 

components of the organization (Guskey, 2000). 

Professional development allows those already in the workforce to better 

themselves and improve upon previously developed skills (Onuoha, 2013).  The type of 

strategy an organization implements for professional development depends upon its 

future goals (Balderson, 1999).  The strategy will, most likely, relate to the organization’s 

vision, purpose, and objectives (Balderson, 1999).  In a study done by Training 

Magazine, Stacey Harris (2013) reported over 60% of respondent organizations based 

their professional development opportunities and training programs on competencies 

defined by job position roles and descriptions.  One of the respondents – Oceaneering – 
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focused on business outcomes when developing its strategy, outlined below (Harris, 

2013):  

 Build a skills and competency based approach to managing talent risk. 

 Find a flexible technology partner to help manage the process. 

 Integrate the approach into everyday hiring and work to minimize the 

operation costs. 

 Manage engagement concerns through integration of recognition, 

succession planning, and rewards into the program framework. 

 Assess the success and opportunities, and make continuous adjustments 

(p. 62). 

Many studies have been completed to identify the skills employers want in recent 

college graduates yet there are few that explore professional development needs once 

hired.  Some skills can only be taught by the industry, which is another justification for 

professional development (Robinson, Garton, & Vaughn, 2007).  While employers expect 

graduates entering the workforce to already have many necessary skills to use in their 

future career, there are some skills that are job specific and thus, warrant employee 

training and development even after those employees have been in the workforce 

(Robinson, Garton, & Vaughn, 2007).  These needs are specific to the employee and his 

or her job.  Palmer (1999) described this level’s training needs as “the knowledge, skills 

and attitudes that are needed to carry out specific duties within a job” (p. 128).  Onuoha 

(2013) agreed with Palmer stating, “Professional development occurs when people seek 

to improve their job competencies” (p. 136). 
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 Organizations have several options when designing professional development 

opportunities.  The American Society for Training and Development (2013) found 70% 

of employees on a global scale prefer on-the-job training and development.  Continued 

education and training come in second, with 58% of employees preferring this method 

(American Society for Training and Development, 2013).  Perhaps on-the-job training is 

preferred because it can be individualized to the employee (American Society for 

Training and Development, 2013).  Over half of the respondents in American Society for 

Training and Development’s study (2013) agreed trainings and professional development 

do enhance and help employees build skills needed to perform their jobs. 

  

Career Stages 

 Career stages refer to the growth an employee incurs in their professional career 

(Dalton, Thomas, & Price, 1977). Employees in different career stages will have different 

needs and motivations for participating in professional development (Arnold, 2007).  The 

professional development activities will also vary depending on employees’ career stages 

(Arnold, 2007).  There are four stages that relate to a professional career: entry, 

colleague, counselor, and advisor (Rennekamp & Nall, 1993).  Each stage has a set of 

motivators that drive professional development (Rennekamp & Nall, 1993).  These career 

stages specify issues and needs relevant to those that occupy each stage.  Thanks to this, 

professional development can be adjusted for each stage (Arnold, 2007).  It is possible to 

be in several career stages at one time; however, in order for the career stage model to be 

effective, one should select the career stage that best describes his or her current stance in 
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the profession (Rennekamp & Nall, 1993).  A change or advancement within the career 

stage model does not necessarily mean a change in job.  Also, not all employees will 

progress through all four stages over the course of their career (Rennekamp & Nall, 

1993). 

 

Entry Stage 

 An employee in the entry stage is categorized as a beginner within a profession 

(Rennekamp & Nall, 1993).  Both employees in the entry stage and their managers may 

feel overwhelmed by all the new information a beginning employee has to learn.  To gain 

career satisfaction, employees must move out of this stage (Rennekamp & Nall, 1993). 

Motivations pertaining to professional development within the entry stage are 

understanding the organization’s function, structure, and culture, gaining basic-level 

skills, finding relevancy in previous trainings, taking initiative, participating in directed 

creativity, establishing ties with peers, stakeholders, and the community, gaining 

independence, exploring the dynamics and balance of a personal and professional life, 

expanding their knowledge base on relevant issues to the profession, and networking with 

professional peers (Rennekamp & Nall, 1993). 

 

Colleague Stage 

 Those in the colleague stage have been accepted as part of the professional 

community (Rennekamp & Nall, 1993).  There is rapid growth in professional knowledge 

and individuals in the colleague stage focusing on building expertise in one or more 
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areas.  Employees in the colleague stage may be satisfied to stay in this stage for a period 

of time and it is beneficial so long as growth in expertise and responsibility continues to 

occur (Rennekamp & Nall, 1993). Motivators within the colleague stage are developing 

an area of expertise, independently contributing to issues, developing a professional 

identity, knowledge sharing, acceptance in the professional community, increased 

effectiveness and efficiency, expanded creativity, moving from independency to 

interdependency, and knowledge expansion of relevant issues (Rennekamp & Nall, 

1993). 

 

Counselor Stage 

 Individuals within this stage begin to develop others (Rennekamp & Nall, 1993).  

Those within the counselor stage understand the importance of interdependency rather 

than independency.  Committee chairs and other association leadership roles are often 

helped by those in the counselor stage.  While employees in the counselor stage are 

contributing to the development of others, this does not necessarily mean their job has 

changed to a supervisory position.  Motivators in the counselor stage include acquiring 

broad expertise, leadership positions in professional associations, engagement in 

organizational problem-solving, developing networks with other organizations, 

stimulating thought, providing counsel, acting as a mentor, initiating job enrichment, 

facilitating self-renewal, knowledge expansion of relevant issues (Rennekamp & Nall, 

1993). 

 



Texas Tech University, Lisa Chesher, December 2014 
 

22 
 

Advisor Stage 

 The last stage is the advisor stage. Employees in this stage contribute to the future 

of the organization by acting as a sponsor (Rennekamp & Nall, 1993).  Those in the 

advisor stage often have several areas of expertise and have a well-known reputation 

within the profession.  They have both formal and informal influence in decision-making.  

As with the counselor stage, those that move to the advisor stage do not necessarily 

change positions (Rennekamp & Nall, 1993).  However, they do have influence over 

organizational policies and procedures.  Motivators for the advisor stage are involvement 

in strategic planning, gaining the respect of their peers, taking risks, understanding 

complex relationships, entering into a position of influence, acting as a sponsor for 

programs and people, increased responsibility, and knowledge expansions of relevant 

issues (Rennekamp & Nall, 1993). 

 

Conceptual Framework 

 The conceptual framework is comprised of the theory of andragogy, adult 

learning (a concept within andragogy), and organizational learning.  While the 

differences between andragogy and adult learning are minimal, they are important to 

point out for the purposes of this study.  Because professional development takes place in 

an organizational setting, it is important to note how that affects the process.  

 

 

 



Texas Tech University, Lisa Chesher, December 2014 
 

23 
 

Andragogy 

Andragogy is derived from two Greek roots – andra, which translates to adult, 

and gogy, which translates to leader.  The term was first used by Alexander Kapp in 1833 

(Nottingham Andragogy Group, 1983).  The term’s popularity did not evolve in the U.S. 

until Malcolm Knowles published his book in 1970, The Modern Practice of Adult 

Education: Andragogy versus Pedagogy (Forrest, 2006).  

 Knowles (1980) sought to identify the differences between teaching children 

(pedagogy) and adult education.  Pedagogy relates to children because the knowledge 

taught is thought to be objective and the material taught is not set within certain 

parameters or examples (Knowles, 1980).  Andragogy refers to adults because of their 

experiences and how they relate what they learn to those experiences (Knowles, 1980). 

Knowles (1977) began with four assumptions necessary to incorporate andragogy 

in a setting: 1) adults are self-directed, 2) adults bring experiences into their learning 

atmosphere, 3) adults come ready to learn, and 4) adults want to apply the knowledge as 

soon as possible.  In later years, Knowles (1984, 1989) added two more assumptions: 5) 

adults need to know why they are learning something and 6) adults have interior motives 

to learn.  

Adults think of their roles within society first – employee, parent, citizen – when 

describing themselves, and their role as a student is secondary (Forrest & Peterson, 

2006).  As adults learn, they incorporate their societal roles into their learning experience.  

Because adults bring experiences to the learning situation, teachers need to use them to 
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create a learning environment that is productive and understandable to the adult learners 

(Forrest & Peterson, 2006).  

  The theory of andragogy can be and is meant to be applied to many different 

disciplines and areas (Davenport & Davenport, 1985; Holton, Swanson, & Naquin, 

2001).  Andragogy and its concepts are ideal to apply to agricultural communicators’ 

professional development.  Kessels and Poell (2004) related andragogy to human 

resource development.  Employee growth stems from improvement, innovation, and the 

result is productivity (Kessels & Poell, 2004).  Personal involvement and individual 

learning is essential to productivity (Kessels & Poell, 2004).  In order to gain personal 

involvement and individual learning, the climate in which learning takes place must be 

supportive (Kessels & Poell, 2004).  Andragogy should be one of the principles at the 

core of human resource development (Kessels & Poell, 2004).  Kessels & Poell (2004) 

concurred that human resource development should move from an organizational level of 

thinking and learning to focusing on the individual and their motivations for learning.  

This, in turn, will promote professional development (Kessels & Poell, 2004). 

 Birzer (2003) applied andragogy to community police officer training.  Training is 

essential to a police officer's career and because some have moved toward a community 

type of policing, training has become increasingly important (Birzer, 2003).  For police 

officers participating in this type of policing, they need to be self-starters.  This means 

training should reflect a self-directed approach to learning.  Both veteran officers and 

those just beginning can benefit from an andragogical approach to learning (Birzer, 

2003).  
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 Just as police officers went through organizational changes and require a self-

directed approach to learning, so do agricultural communicators.  Organizational changes 

that relate to agricultural communicators may include learning new social media and 

identifying new ways to  

appeal to various audiences.  Agricultural communications is also a field that requires 

personal involvement.  Like an employee involved in human resource development, an 

agricultural communicator’s climate is essential to his or her learning and productivity.  

 

Adult Learning 

Adult learning theory was developed from the concept of andragogy.  During the 

20
th

 century, focus changed from whether or not adults could learn to how adults learned 

and how it was different from child learning (Merriam, 2001).  Adult learners in a 

professional setting have different needs than those enrolled in secondary and post-

secondary schools (White, 2000).  The decision of whether or not they learn, and the 

content they learn, must be that of the adult learner (Ellis & Bernhardt, 1989; White, 

2000; Wiltsher, 1999).  Motivation to learn can be either intrinsic or extrinsic (Parr, 

1999).  Intrinsic motivation stems from the adult learners own want to learn.  Extrinsic 

motivation may come from outside forces pressuring the adult learner into a learning 

situation (Parr, 1999). 
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The Need 
to Know 

An adult 
learner must 
know why 

they need to 
learn before 

they 
participate in 

actual 
learning 

Self-
Concept 

An adult 
learner 

understands 
they are 

responsible 
for their own 

learning 

Experience 

An adult 
learner has 
experiences 
to pull from 
and apply to 
their current 

setting 

Readiness 

An adult 
learner's 

need to learn 
becomes 

associated 
with the 

development 
of their 
current 
status 

Orientation 

An adult 
learner shifts 

from applying 
knowledge in 

later 
situations to 
immediate 
application 

An adult 
learner shifts 

from 
subject-
based 

learning to 
problem-

based 
learning 

Motivation 

An adult 
learner's 

motivation 
to learn 

comes from 
internal 

factors rather 
than external 

Adult learning theory has allowed researchers to understand two key things: how 

adults learn and the best approaches to foster adult learning (Merriam, 2008).  Knowles, 

Holton, and Swanson (2005) based the adult learning theory on six principles.  Figure 2.2 

explains those principles in detail. 

 

Figure 2.2. Knowles’ (2005) Adult Learning Theory Principles 

 

In 1995, Knowles presented an eight-step design to create adult learning 

experiences: 1) prepare learners for the program, 2) establish a sufficient learning 

climate, 3) involve the adult learners in the planning, 4) involve the adult learners in 

diagnosing their own learning needs, 5) involve the adult learners in forming objectives, 

6) involve learners in designing plans, 7) help learners accomplish the plans, and 8) 

involve learners in evaluating their results. This process incorporates the six learning 

principles which make it ideal for adult learning. 
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While adult learning is self-directed, the instructor still plays a vital role 

(Knowles, 1980; Ellis & Bernhardt, 1989).  Instructors may have titles ranging from 

supervisor to a hired facilitator (Ellis & Bernhardt, 1989).  White (2000) recommended 

instructors focus on content adults find relevant, which translates into problems they may 

face.  Taking that idea further, adult learners should be allowed to voice their 

implications in the planning phase of learning opportunities (Wiltsher, 1999).  The 

problems adult learners may face can be identified from previous experiences (Merriam, 

2008; Wiltsher, 1999).  Discussion should involve critical thinking skills that deal with 

conflict and controversy among the learners (White, 2000; Merriam, 2008).  The overall 

experience should allow for learners to provide feedback for the supervisor as well as 

provide an opportunity for assessment of the learners (Gatti-Petito, Lakatos, Bradley, 

Cook, Haight, & Karl, 2013).  To organize sessions or seminars, a gap assessment – 

which measures which areas need improvement or focus – will allow instructors to plan 

and focus time accordingly (Ellis & Bernhardt, 1989).   

  The environment or climate in which learning takes place is also crucial for adult 

learning (Knowles, 1980; Ellis & Bernhardt, 1989).  Respect and recognition are essential 

for an adult learner to succeed (Knowles, 1980).  Time, mistake allowance, and 

communication are all environmental factors that allow for a supportive adult learning 

climate (Verduin, Miller, & Greer, 1977; Ellis & Bernhardt, 1989).  These factors allow 

the adult learner to feel a sense of satisfaction, which, in turn, allows for reinforcement 

through both intrinsic and extrinsic avenues (Gatti-Petito et al., 2013). 
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Organizational Learning 

 In an ever-changing and advancing society, organizations expect their employees 

to stay up-to-date (Marsick & Watkins, 2003).  Organizations also assume workers are 

sharing their newly learned knowledge within the workplace (Marsick & Watkins, 2003).  

Many factors comprise organizational learning.  As with adult learning, organizational 

learning is based upon past experiences that mold the learning that takes place 

(Shrivastava, 1983).  Other factors include the culture and climate of the organization.  

The organizational culture is the backbone of an organization’s decisions and processes 

(Marsick & Watkins, 2003).  Organizational climate is the employees’ perceptions of an 

organization’s environment and how those perceptions influence and motivate them 

(Litwin & Stringer, 1968).  From the climate and culture, members of an organization 

understand their expectations.  Templeton, Lewis, and Snyder (2002) defined 

organizational learning as: 

 Organizational learning is the set of actions (knowledge acquisition, information 

distribution, information interpretation, and organizational memory) within the 

organization that intentionally and unintentionally influence positive 

organizational change. (p. 189) 

Organizational learning is based on the concept of individual learning 

(Shrivastava, 1983).  In fact, individual participation is imperative to organizational 

learning (Marsick & Watkins, 2003; Shrivastava, 1983).  However, there are differences 

between individual and organizational learning.  While at the heart of organizational 

learning is the individual, there is much more to the process.  Organizational learning 
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employs sharing of individuals’ experiences, opinions and beliefs, and molds them with 

the organization’s view and goals.  If the organizational climate is supportive of learning, 

and individuals are willing to learn, the organization as a whole has a capacity to learn 

(Marsick & Watkins, 2003).  Shrivastava (1983) stated organizational learning is key to 

creating efficient strategies and implicating needed organizational change.  Marsick and 

Watkins (2003) suggested ongoing learning implemented in ongoing tasks is the best 

option for implementation of a new strategy.   

Organizational learning affects the organization in terms of advancement within 

the industry (Templeton, Lewis, & Snyder, 2002).  Eight factors contribute to 

organizational learning, and in turn, contribute to an organization’s success: “awareness, 

communication, performance assessment, intellectual cultivation, environmental 

adaptability, social learning, intellectual capital management, and organizational 

grafting” (Templeton et al., 2002, p. 207).  If these factors are periodically measured, an 

organization can understand its strengths and weaknesses, which will allow for both 

employee growth and advancement within the industry (Templeton et al., 2002). 

Shrivastava (1983) outlined four perspectives on which organizational learning 

may take place: adaptive, assumption sharing, forming a knowledge base, and 

institutionalized experience. Organizational learning in an adaptive form directs learning 

toward the environment (Shrivastava, 1983).  The organization must modify to changes 

that take place outside of itself (Marsick & Watkins, 2003; Shrivastava, 1983).  This 

means deciding on rule and goal changes.  Changes may be influenced by past decisions.  
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If past decisions were successful, the same approach may be reinforced; however, failed 

past decision processes are discouraged (Shrivastava, 1983).   

Organizational learning as assumption sharing entails maintenance (Shrivastava, 

1983). Just as in the adaptive form, changes in the environment are detected, but instead 

of molding to a new form, the organization finds the reason(s) for the environmental 

change, and corrects them, allowing the organization to go back as it was (Shrivastava, 

1983).  

Organizational learning in terms of forming a knowledge base looks at 

organizational learning as a system (Duncan & Weiss, 1978).  Decisions and processes 

are made based upon past experiences.  Thus, the organization is judged on the richness 

of their experiences or knowledge base available to make decisions (Duncan & Weiss, 

1978).  

The last perspective is organizational learning in relation to institutionalized 

experience.  Simply put, the more a worker does a task, the more experience he or she has 

in performing that task.  Therefore, the more the worker does the task, the easier that task 

becomes (Shrivastava, 1983).  Whatever perspective an organization takes, the ability to 

implement organizational learning cohesively is imperative to an organization’s success 

(Marsick & Watkins, 2003).  

Organizational learning is also broken down into hierarchal levels: unit level, 

plant level, organizational level, industry level, and societal level (Cantley & Sahal, 1980; 

Marsick & Watkins, 2003).  The unit and plant levels allow individuals to understand and 

implement tasks. Decision-making is implemented at the organizational level.  The 
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industry and societal level mold decisions at the organizational level due to opportunities 

and expectations (Shrivastava, 1983).  Results of organizational learning occur when all 

levels implement the changes needed (Marsick & Watkins, 2003).  

Shrivastava (1983) described two dimensions to characterize an organizational 

learning system.  In the organizational-individual dimension, individual knowledge and 

experiences are combined at the organizational level to create a knowledge base that is 

used for decision making (Shrivastava, 1983).  Whether the organization is highly 

participatory depends on the organization’s climate.  If key members, whose roles are 

clearly defined and accepted, make decisions, then an organization lies at the individual 

section of the continuum (Shrivastava, 1983).  However, the organizational area of the 

dimension is characterized by an objective view in which sharing takes place 

(Shrivastava, 1983).  

The other dimension of an organizational learning system is the evolutionary-

design dimension (Shrivastava, 1983).  Evolutionary organizational learning systems 

come into place without intent.  The system may exist because of the climate, traditions, 

and/or norms within the organization (Shrivastava, 1983).  Designed learning systems 

occur when organizational needs are consciously and analytically determined, and a 

procedure planned and implemented (Shrivastava, 1983). 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Overview 

Agricultural communicators are required to perform many different functions.  As 

agricultural communicators face new and different challenges as their career advances, it 

is imperative to identify their professional development needs.  This chapter explains the 

purpose and objectives of this study, research design, instrumentation, sample, 

procedures, and data analysis.  

 

Purpose and Research Objectives 

This study sought to identify and describe professional development needs of 

agricultural communicators.  The following objectives guided the study: 

1. Determine current professional development opportunities of respondents 

2. Determine attitudes of respondents toward professional development 

opportunities 

3. Determine perceived importance of communication tasks 

4. Determine perceived competence of communication tasks 

5. Prioritize the communication tasks in need of additional training using the 

Borich needs assessment model 
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Research Design 

This study employed a descriptive survey research design.  Survey research 

allows researchers to collect data from a population by studying a smaller sample.  Cook 

and Cook (2008) suggested using this design when there is a large number of participants 

and to identify perceptions of needs.  Survey research is also used when the data 

researchers want to collect is difficult to observe or measure (Cook & Cook, 2008).  

Survey research can be used to measure perceptions, attitudes, behaviors, and 

characteristics.  There may be issues with inaccurate perceptions when dealing with 

survey research, but when identifying needs, the perceptions of respondents should be the 

focus because it pertains to their opinion of themselves (Cook & Cook, 2008).  

For this study, both tangible and intangible constructs were utilized.  Tangible 

constructs included knowledge of different types of software, while intangible constructs 

dealt with feelings toward professional development (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 

2014).  

This study focused specifically on phase two of the needs assessment process, the 

assessment phase (Altschuld & Kumar, 2010).  Pre-assessment needs have been 

determined by previous literature thus giving researchers the opportunity to move 

forward into the assessment phase for this study. 

 

Population and Sample 

The target population for this study was agricultural communications 

professionals.  The accessible population was those who attended the 2014 Agricultural 
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Media Summit held in Indianapolis, IN.  Approximately 600 agricultural communicators 

attend the summit each year.  Subjects included agricultural communications 

professionals (all at least 18 years old) who attended the Agricultural Media Summit July 

26-30, 2014.  Professional organizations represented at the summit included the 

Livestock Publications Council (LPC), the American Agricultural Editors’ Association 

(AAEA), and the ABM Agri-Council (AMS, 2014).  A convenience sample of 250 

questionnaires was distributed and 79 responses were received, allowing for a 32% 

response rate. 

A convenience sample was used for this study.  While convenience sampling is a 

weak sampling procedure, and probabilistic sampling is ideal, convenience sampling may 

be the most practical sampling technique (Ary, Jacobs, & Sorensen, 2010).  Ary et al. 

(2010) described convenience sampling as “choosing a sample based on availability, 

time, location, or ease of access” (p. 639).  Since there was a large accessible population 

and a small window of time, convenience sampling was ideal for this study (Ary et al., 

2010). 

 

Instrumentation 

A researcher-created questionnaire (Appendix A) was utilized and directly 

administered to the sample population.  The questionnaire had four sections total: 

planning or management-related professional development needs, skill or task-related 

professional development needs, professional development means and support, and 
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demographics.  Questions were developed from past studies and articles that were 

determined to be valid in different communication areas.  

 

Planning and Management-Related Items  

Participants were asked to rate their importance and competence of planning and 

management items related to agricultural communications.  Importance of each item was 

ranked on a four-point scale (1 = Not Important, 2 = Somewhat Important, 3 = Very 

Important, 4 = Critical).  Competence to complete the items was also ranked on a four-

point scale (1 = Novice, 2 = Fair, 3 = Very Good, 4 = Expert).   

There were 12 items for this section of the instrument: 1) agricultural issues; 2) 

external business communication; 3) internal business communication; 4) risk and crisis 

planning; 5) media planning; 6) analytics and pattern recognition; 7) strategic planning; 

8) client relationships; 9) critical thinking; 10) communications research; 11) personnel 

management; and 12) conflict resolution.  These items were included after reviewing 

several previous studies related to agricultural communications and general 

communications.  Items 1-5 were from Clem (2013), items 6, 7, and 10 were from Royle 

and Laing (2013), and items 8, 9, and 12 were from Hodges and Burchell (2003). Item 11 

was not based on a previous study. 

Agricultural issues related to a thorough awareness and understanding of topics 

related to agriculture.  External business communication dealt with external reports, 

letters to clients, emails to client lists, and newsletters.  Internal business communication 

included emails, internal memos, and internal reports.  Risk and crisis planning was 
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specific to creating a risk and crisis management plan and developing a risk and crisis 

team.  Media planning consisted of social media plans, deciding which media to use, and 

which tools to measure a social media plan.  Analytics and pattern recognition were 

meant in the context of determining which analytical tools to use and understanding and 

interpreting analytical reports.  Strategic planning meant foreseeing future trends in the 

profession and organization and planning responses.  Client relationships dealt with 

fostering relationships and having concern for stakeholders and clients.  Critical thinking 

was defined as seeing and understanding a bigger picture for the organization as a whole.  

Communications research involved measuring, monitoring, and evaluating 

communication efforts and audience analysis.  Human resources and recognizing 

professional development needs was the context for personnel management.  Lastly, 

conflict resolution included identifying conflicts within an organization and identifying 

ways to resolve conflict. 

 

Skill and Task Items 

 Participants were also asked to rate their importance of and competence to 

complete skill and task items related to agricultural communications.  Importance of each 

item was ranked on a four-point scale (1 = Not Important, 2 = Somewhat Important, 3 = 

Very Important, 4 = Critical).  Competence to complete the item was also ranked on a 

four-point scale (1 = Novice, 2 = Fair, 3 = Very Good, 4 = Expert).   

 There were 15 items that comprised this section of the instrument: 1) written 

communication (Moody et al., 2002; Hodges & Burchell, 2003; Clem, 2013); 2) 
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journalistic writing (West, 2006; Clem, 2013); 3) oral communication (Moody et al., 

2002; Clem, 2013); 4) crisis communication (Clem, 2013); 5) photography (West, 2006; 

Clem, 2013); 6) video (Clem, 2013); 7) Web design (West, 2006; Clem, 2013); 8) Adobe 

software for design and photography (West, 2006; Clem, 2013); 9) Adobe software for 

video (West, 2006; Clem, 2013); 10) Adobe software for Web (West, 2006; Clem, 2013); 

11) social media tools (Clem, 2013); 12) developing relationships (Hodges & Burchell, 

2003); 13) creative thinking (Hodges & Burchell, 2003); 14) project planning (Royle & 

Laing, 2013); and 15) personal planning (Hodges & Burchell, 2003).  

Written communication was comprised of skills such as non-journalistic writing, 

campaign writing, reports, letters, and emails.  Journalist writing included storytelling, 

Associated Press style, and interview skills.  Oral communication was meant as public 

speaking, presentation skills, and telephone etiquette.  Crisis Communication was the 

delivery of messages during a crisis, press conferences, and answering pressuring 

questions.  Photography dealt with camera use and composition.  Video included 

equipment use, framing, and capturing.  Web design was having knowledge of HTML 

and CSS and maintaining current sites.  Adobe software for design and photography 

included knowledge of Photoshop, Illustrator, InDesign, Muse, and Lightroom.  Premiere 

and After Effects comprised the Adobe software for video.  Adobe software for Web 

included Edge and Dreamweaver.  Social media tools meant using social media such as 

Facebook, Instagram, Twitter, and Pinterest.  Developing relationships meant finding and 

maintaining new clients.  Creative thinking was thinking “outside the box.”  Project 

planning was comprised of writing objectives, stating the relevance of the project, and 
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developing strategies.  Personal planning dealt with time management, organizing self 

and others, and efficient and effective task completion. 

 

Professional Development Means and Support 

 The third section of the questionnaire sought to reveal participants’ perceived 

current professional development opportunities and attitudes towards professional 

development relative to their organization (West, 2006).  This included asking 

participants whether professional development was required of them (West, 2006), where 

they participated in professional development (whether in the workplace, outside of the 

workplace, or both) (West, 2006), types of professional development, and how they 

became aware of professional development opportunities.  Participants were asked 

questions regarding professional development opportunities, such as educational 

opportunities, time spent on professional development, and how much of that time was 

for their current job and advancement of their career.  Participants were also asked to rate 

their attitude toward professional development and their organizations’ support of 

professional development on a 4-point Likert-type scale (1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = 

Disagree, 3 = Agree, 4 = Strongly Agree) (Marsick & Watkins, 2003).  

 

Demographics 

Demographic questions included age, education level, and organizational 

information. Organizational information sought to identify the respondents’ roles within 

their organization, their responsibilities, the type of organization, the number of 
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employees in the organization, and length of employment in an agricultural 

communications profession. Respondents were also provided space to leave additional 

comments, if they wished to do so.  

 

Validity and Reliability 

Validity 

Ary et al. (2010) defined validity as the extent to which an instrument measures 

its underlying concept.  Previous descriptions defined validity as the extent to which an 

instrument measures what it set out to measure.  It is becoming increasingly common to 

focus validity not just on the instrument, but rather respondents’ interpretations of the 

instrument. In other words, validity should focus on the situation in which the instrument 

is given, instead of the instrument alone.  Validity matches an operational definition to a 

concept derived from the study (Ary et al., 2010). 

The instrument’s validity was established by a panel of experts.  Researchers 

familiar with survey methodology reviewed the instrument for clarity and ease.  Both 

agricultural communications faculty and one outside faculty reviewed the instrument for 

face validity.  Drawing upon previous studies regarding professional development and 

desired agricultural communications competencies improved the content validity.   

 

Reliability 

The reliability of an instrument is related to consistency; specifically, the degree 

of consistency in which an instrument measures what it sets out to measure (Ary et al., 



Texas Tech University, Lisa Chesher, December 2014 
 

40 
 

2010).  An acceptable reliability coefficient of an instrument allows for control of random 

and systematic errors (Robinson, 2006).  Random errors are those that occur by chance, 

while systematic errors may create issues within validity by means of affecting the 

measurement of a variable (Ary et al., 2002).  Reliability coefficients were calculated 

post hoc for two constructs.  The first construct contained the following items (Templeton 

et al., 2002): “I can attend any professional development event I want,” “I am satisfied 

with my opportunities to attend professional development conferences,” and “I am self-

motivated to seek out professional development activities.”  This group of questions 

received a Cronbach’s alpha score of .67.  Lower Cronbach alpha scores may be related 

to a researcher-developed questionnaire or the length of the scale.  Personality factors are 

often difficult to measure and, therefore, reliability of the scale used to measure these 

factors is difficult to obtain and often have an acceptable moderate reliability of 0.60 to 

0.70 (Ary, Jacobs, Razavieh, & Sorensen, 2006).  Also, Nunnally (1967) stated that 

Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of .50 to .60 were considered acceptable for early stages of 

research.  

The second construct included items regarding respondents’ organizations in 

relation to professional development.   These questions were “My organization has a 

method to measure gaps between current and expected performance (Marsick & Watkins, 

2003),” “In my organization, people can get funding and other resources to support their 

learning (Marsick & Watkins, 2003),” “In my organization, people are given time to 

support learning (Marsick & Watkins, 2003),” “My organization measures the results of 

the time and resources spent on training (Marsick & Watkins, 2003),” “In my 
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organization, leaders generally support requests for learning opportunities and training 

(Marsick & Watkins, 2003),” “In my organization, leaders mentor and coach those they 

lead (Marsick & Watkins, 2003),” and “In my organization, leaders continually look for 

opportunities for employees to learn (Marsick & Watkins, 2003).” This group of 

questions received a Cronbach’s alpha score of .85.  

 

Procedures 

Researchers first obtained approval from Texas Tech’s Human Research 

Protection Program (HRPP) before collecting any data.  Researchers traveled to AMS in 

Indianapolis to conduct the study.  Participants were offered an information sheet 

(Appendix B) explaining the study, what will be asked of them, information about an 

optional drawing, and contact information if they have any questions about the study in 

addition to the instrument itself. Since completing the questionnaire took approximately 

15 minutes to complete, participants were not required to complete the questionnaire 

when it was handed to them.  An envelope was placed on a table, located in an area all 

participants had to walk by to go to luncheons, to place completed questionnaires.  The 

table had questionnaires, information sheets, drawing sheets, and an envelope to place 

completed questionnaires and another to place completed drawing entry forms.  

Participants were approached before lunch meetings and during the InfoExpo on two 

separate days and asked to complete the research instrument.  The instrument and study 

was explained to participants. If the person approached agreed to participate, it was 

explained that the instrument would be collected at the next InfoExpo meeting, at the end 
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of the lunch meeting, or they could place it in the envelope on the table located where 

lunch meetings took place. Both AMS InfoExpo exhibitors and AMS attendees were 

approached to participate in the study.  

To encourage more responses, a detachable sheet was included with the 

questionnaire for participants to be entered into an optional drawing (Appendix C).  The 

sheet asked for the participant’s name, email address, and phone number, and was used 

solely for contacting and notifying the winners.  Five prizes were awarded; the grand 

prize was a non-cash incentive equivalent to $80.  The Texas Tech Univeristy 

Agricultural Education and Communications department also donated four additional 

jump drives (value less than $10) that were awarded to four additional winners.  Those 

who partially completed the questionnaire or skipped questions were still eligible for the 

prizes.  When researchers returned from the AMS, winners were drawn at random and 

contacted.  Upon gaining a mailing address from each of the five winners, the prizes were 

mailed.   

Dillman (2007), noted incentives is one of the most effective ways to improve 

response rates, second only to contacting the participant multiple times.  While material 

incentives may provide less motivation than financial incentives for participants to 

actually complete the study, there is an increase in response rate when using material 

incentives (Dillman, 2007).  Also, when participants are approached at a unique setting, 

such as a weeklong professional development conference, material incentives may 

provide more motivation than cash incentives (Dillman, 2007). 
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Data Analysis 

Responses on the questionnaires were entered into a SPSS file and analyzed in the 

program.  Means, medians, modes, standard deviations, and frequencies were the 

descriptive statistics used to analyze the data. 

The Borich (1980) needs assessment model was used to prioritize the training 

needs for planning/management and skill/task items by calculating mean weighted 

discrepancy scores, which is part of the Borich (1980) needs assessment model. 

A mean weighted discrepancy score was calculated by subtracting the perceived 

competence score from the perceived importance score for each respondent, which gave 

the discrepancy score.  To calculate the weighted discrepancy score, the discrepancy 

score was multiplied by the importance average.  The weighted discrepancy scores were 

then added together and divided by the number of responses, which provided the mean 

weighted discrepancy score (MWDS) for each item.  MWDS were done for both skill and 

task items and planning and management items.  A MWDS above zero indicates a need 

for training in that area.  Items that had MWDS below zero indicated less need for 

additional professional development.  The MWDS were then ranked in order of highest to 

lowest to allow for easy identification of areas in which respondents thought they needed 

the most training. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

Overview 

This chapter will describe findings related to the study.  This study sought to 

identify and describe professional development needs of agricultural communicators.  

The following objectives guided the study: 

1. Determine current professional development opportunities of respondents. 

2. Determine attitudes of respondents toward professional development 

opportunities. 

3. Determine perceived importance of communication tasks. 

4. Determine perceived competence of communication tasks. 

5. Prioritize the communication tasks in need of additional training using the 

Borich needs assessment model. 

 

Description of Respondents 

 Respondents were asked to answer several demographic questions to ascertain 

gender, education, age, the respondents’ responsibilities within their organization, their 

role within their organization, types of organizations that employed the respondents, the 

number of employees the respondents’ organizations had, and respondents’ length of 

employment.  Table 4.1 reports that 62% (n = 49) of respondents were female and 36.7% 

(n = 29) were male.   
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Table 4.1 

Respondents’ Gender (N = 78) 

Gender % f 

Female 62.0 49 

Male 36.7 29 

No response 1.3 1 

Over half of respondents had a bachelor’s degree, 58.2% (n = 46), as indicated in 

Table 4.2.  The average age of respondents was 36 years; the most common age among 

respondents was 29 years old.  Both gender and education level questions had one 

respondent elect not to respond to this question. 

Table 4.2 

Respondents’ Education Level (N = 78) 

Education Level % f 

High school diploma   2.5 2 

Some college   5.1 4 

Associate’s degree   1.3 1 

Bachelor’s degree 58.2 46 

Master’s degree 27.8 22 

Doctoral degree   3.8 3 

No response   1.3 1 

Total 100 78 

Tables 4.3 through 4.6 describe respondents’ responsibilities within their 

organizations. As noted in Table 4.3, 62% (n = 49) of respondents were responsible for 

their organization’s social media.  Respondents were able to select more than one 

responsibility; therefore, totals will not add up to 100 %.  
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 Note. Respondents could select more than one option. Totals do not equal 100%.  

Table 4.4 shows 38% (n = 30) of respondents were in a middle management role 

within their organization.  Most respondents, 17.7% (n = 14) worked for a magazine.  

The least amount of respondents (2.5%, n = 2) worked as freelance journalists.  The rest 

of the organization types are listed in Table 4.5. 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4.3 

Respondents’ Responsibilities Within Their Organization (N = 78) 

Responsibility % f 

Social Media 62.0 49 

Public Relations 59.5 47 

Marketing 49.4 39 

Management 48.1 38 

Online Content/Website Development 43.0 34 

Editor 41.8 33 

Photography 40.5 32 

Advertising 38.0 30 

Journalist 38.0 30 

Graphic Design 27.8 22 

Video Production 21.5 17 

Other 17.7 14 

No response 1.3 1 



Texas Tech University, Lisa Chesher, December 2014 

47 

Table 4.4 

Respondents’ Roles Within Their Organization (N=78) 

Role % f 

Middle Management 38.0 30 

Non-Management – technical 

professional 
29.1 23 

Senior Management 12.7 10 

Business Owner – with employees   6.3 5 

Other   5.1 4 

Business Owner – without employees   3.8 3 

Student   2.5 2 

Non-Management – hourly employee   1.3 1 

No response   1.3 1 

Total 100 78 
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Respondents noted in Table 4.6 that they work for large organizations; 39.2% (n = 

31) of respondents work for organizations with 51 or more employees.  The majority of 

respondents, 30.4% (n = 24), have been employed in an agricultural communications 

profession for 2-5 years as shown in Table 4.7.  The smallest amount of people have 

worked in an agricultural profession for 16 – 20 years (7.6%, n = 6). 

 

 

 

Table 4.5 

Types of Organizations (N = 77) 

Organization % f 

Magazine  17.7 14 

Full service marketing agency 13.9 11 

Corporate 11.4 9 

Other 10.1 8 

Communication division/department 10.1 8 

Public relations agency  7.6 6 

Association  6.3 5 

Non-Profit   5.1 4 

University  5.1 4 

Advertising agency  3.8 3 

Government  3.8 3 

Freelance journalist  2.5 2 

No response  2.5 2 

Total 100 77 
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Table 4.7 

Length of Employment in an Agricultural Communications Profession (N = 78) 

Years % f 

0-1 19.0 15 

2-5 30.4 24 

6-10 15.2 12 

11-15 10.1 8 

16-20 7.6 6 

More than 21 16.5 13 

No response 1.3 1 

Total 100 78 

Table 4.6 

Number of Employees in Respondents’ Organizations (N = 78) 

Number % f 

1-10 25.3 20 

11-20 12.7 10 

21-30   7.6 6 

31-40 11.4 9 

41-50  2.5 2 

51 or more 39.2 31 

No response  1.3 1 

Total 100 78 
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Objective One 

Objective one sought to determine current professional development opportunities 

of respondents.  As noted in Table 4.8, 54.4% (n = 43) of respondents indicated their 

organization and supervisors did not require professional development, but respondents 

were expected to participate in professional development nonetheless. 

Table 4.8 

Professional Development Requirement (N = 79) 

Required % f 

No, expected but not 

required 
54.4 43 

Yes 35.4 28 

No, not expected nor 

required 
10.1 8 

Respondents were asked if they participated in professional development outside 

of their workplace; 72.2% (n = 57) reported they did.  Results of this question are 

displayed in Table 4.9. 

Table 4.9 

Non-Workplace Professional Development Participation (N = 78) 

Participation % f 

Yes 72.2 57 

No 26.6 21 

No response   1.3 1 

Total 100 78 
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Table 4.10 displays the number of annual professional development conferences 

and workshops respondents attend.  Annually, 27.8% (n = 22) of respondents attend one 

professional development workshop or conference. One respondent reported they do not 

attend any professional development conferences or workshops.  

 

Table 4.11 displays other types of professional development in which respondents 

participated.  More than three-quarters of respondents (75.9%, n = 60), used readings as 

professional development.  Webinars were also a popular method (74.7%, n = 59). 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 4.10 

Number of Professional Development Conferences and Workshops Attended Annually (N 

= 79) 

Number % f 

1 27.8 22 

2 24.1 19 

3 21.5 17 

4 13.9 11 

5 or more 11.4 9 

No response 1.3 1 

Total 100 79 
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Note. Respondents could select more than one option. Totals do not equal 100%. 

Table 4.12 shows the majority of respondents received notice of professional 

development opportunities from peer referrals (79.7%, n = 63), and email alerts (78.5%, n 

= 62). The method used least was magazine advertisements or articles (21.5%, n = 17). 

Table 4.12 

Methods of Awareness of Professional Development Opportunities (N = 79) 

Method % f 

Referral from peer 79.7 63 

Email alerts 78.5 62 

Social media postings 51.9 41 

Web search 46.8 37 

Magazine advertisements or 

articles 
21.5 17 

Other   3.8 3 

Note. Respondents could select more than one option. Totals do not equal 100%. 

Objective Two 

Objective two sought to determine attitudes of respondents toward professional 

development opportunities.  Respondents were asked about educational opportunities as a 

Table 4.11 

Other Types of Professional Development (N = 79) 

Type % f 

Readings 75.9 60 

Webinars 74.7 59 

Videos 58.2 46 

In-house trainings 53.2 42 

Other  7.6 6 
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form of professional development.  Specifically, respondents were asked if they would be 

interested in distance or online education.  Table 4.13 shows 57% (n = 45) of respondents 

would be interested in completing a certificate program at a distance or online.  

Table 4.13 

Interest in Distance/Online Educational Opportunities (N = 79) 

Opportunity % f 

Certificate program 57.0 45 

Single graduate level 

course(s) 
40.5 32 

Master’s program 34.2 27 

Note. Respondents could select more than one option. Totals do not equal 100%. 

 Table 4.14 shows how much of their personal time respondents devote to 

professional development.  Approximately half, 53.2% (n = 42), of respondents spend 1-

3 hours of their personal time on professional development.  Only 7.6% (n = 6) did not 

spend any time per month on professional development. 

Respondents were asked to divide their professional development time.  Of the 

total time spent on professional development, respondents were asked to put a percent 

value on their professional development time spent toward their current career and the 

percent value spent toward the advancement of their career.  Respondents were informed 

the two percent values should add up to 100%.  Of the time spent on professional 

development, approximately 60% was devoted to respondents’ current jobs while 

approximately 40% was devoted to the advancement of respondents’ careers.  These 

results are shown in Table 4.15. 
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Table 4.14 

Personal Time Spent per Month on Professional Development (N = 78) 

Hours % f 

0 7.6 6 

1-3 53.2 42 

4-6 22.8 18 

7-10 10.1 8 

More than 10   5.1 4 

No response   1.3 1 

Total 100 78 

Table 4.15 

Percent of Time Spent of Professional Development (N = 71) 

Area M SD Median Mode 

Current Job 60.85 25.73 50.00 50.00 

Advancement of Career 39.15 25.73 50.00 50.00 

Respondents were asked to rate their level of agreement with statements, as they 

relate to them as individuals, listed in Table 4.16.  A 4-point Likert-type scale (1 = 

strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, 4 = strongly agree) was used to rank 

respondents’ level of agreement.  Self-motivation to find professional development 

activities (M = 3.23, SD = 0.66) received the highest mean score. 
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Table 4.16 

Self-Related Perceptions of Professional Development Opportunities (N = 79) 

Prompt M SD 

I am self-motivated to seek out professional development activities 3.23 0.66 

I am satisfied with my opportunities to attend professional development 

conferences 
3.10 0.63 

I can attend any professional development event that I want 2.96 0.85 

Note. 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, 4 = strongly agree. 
a
 N=78

Table 4.17 asked respondents to rate their level of agreement with statements 

regarding their organization in relation to professional development on a 4-point Likert-

type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, 4 = strongly agree). 

Organizational leaders support for requests of learning and training opportunities (M = 

3.23, SD = 0.72) received the highest mean response. 

Table 4.17 

Organization-Related Perceptions of Professional Development Opportunities (N = 79) 

Prompt M SD 

In my organization, leaders generally support requests for learning 

opportunities and training 
3.23 0.72 

In my organization, people are given time to support learning
a

3.03 0.79 

In my organization, people can get money and other resources to support 

their learning
a 2.92 0.80 

In my organization, leaders continually look for opportunities to learn 2.91 0.80 

In my organization, leaders mentor and coach those they lead 2.82 0.81 

My organization creates systems to measure gaps between current and 

expected performance 
2.45 0.90 

My organization measures the results of the time and resources spent on 

training 
2.29 0.80 

Note. 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, 4 = strongly agree. 
a
 N=78
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Additional analysis within this objective sought to further describe the 

relationships and differences between respondent characteristics and professional 

development opportunities. Table 4.18 displays the hours per month of personal time 

respondents devote to professional development in relation to respondents’ roles within 

their organization.  A crosstab was used to explore the relationship between the variables. 

Business owners with employees typically spent four to six hours of personal time on 

professional development (n = 4).  The majority of respondents in a middle management 

position spend one to three hours of personal time on professional development (n = 15). 

The majority of non-management technical or professional respondents also spend one to 

three hours of personal time devoted to professional development (n = 17). 

Table 4.18 

Hours per Month Spent on Professional Development in Relation to Respondents’ Roles 

within their Organization (N = 77) 

Role 

Hours 

Business 

Owner: 

With 

employees 

Business 

Owner: 

Without 

employees 

Senior 

Management 

Middle 

Management 

Non-

Management 

- Technical/ 

Professional 

0 0 0 0 4 0 

1-3 1 1 3 15 17 

4-6 4 1 3 4 6 

7-10 0 0 1 6 0 

> 10 0 0 3 1 0 

A crosstab was also used to compare the amount of personal time spent on 

professional development in relation to the length of time respondents have been 

employed in an agricultural communications profession (Table 4.19).  Those in their first 
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year in an agricultural communications profession typically spend four to six hours of 

personal time on professional development (n = 4).  Within the 11 to 15 year range, most 

respondents spend one to three hours of personal time devoted to professional 

development (n = 15).  The majority of respondents that have been employed for 16 to 20 

years also spend one to three hours of personal time on professional development (n = 

17). 

Table 4.19 

Hours per Month Spent on Professional Development in Relation to Respondents’ Length 

of Employment (N = 77) 

Length of Employment in Years 

Hours 0-1 2-5 6-10 11-15 16-20 > 21 

0 0 0 0 4 0 0 

1-3 1 1 3 15 17 1 

4-6 4 1 3 4 6 0 

7-10 0 0 1 6 0 0 

> 10 0 0 3 1 0 0 

Table 4.20 provides the crosstab to explore time spent on professional 

development and classification of if that training is required or expected.  The majority of 

respondents still devoted one to three hours of personal time to professional development 

whether it was a requirement (n = 13), expected (n = 25), or neither expected nor required 

(n = 4). 
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Table 4.20 

Hours per Month Spent on Professional Development in Relation to Whether 

Respondents’ Are Required to Participate in Professional Development  (N = 78) 

 Professional Development Requirement 

Hours Yes 

No, Expected but Not 

Required 

No, Not Expected or 

Required 

0 2 3 1 

1-3 13 25 4 

4-6 6 10 2 

7-10 3 5 0 

> 10 4 0 0 

 

Objective Three 

 Objective three sought to determine the perceived importance of both planning 

and management items and skill and task items that relate to agricultural 

communications. Respondents were asked to rank the level of importance of each item.  

Rankings were based on a 4-point Likert-type scale with 1 = not important, 2 = 

somewhat important, 3 = very important, and 4 = critical.  

Table 4.21 shows respondents perceive client relationships (M = 3.56, SD = 0.75) 

as the most important competency within planning and management items.  Respondents 

thought of critical thinking as a close second in relation to importance (M = 3.54, SD = 

0.66).  Personnel management was of least importance according to respondents (M = 

2.53, SD = 0.89).  Analytics and pattern recognition was second lowest in importance, 

according to respondents (M = 2.63, SD = 0.86). 
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Note. 
a 
N = 77. 1 = Not Important, 2 = Somewhat Important, 3 = Very Important, 4 =

Critical 

Table 4.22 shows, within skill and task items, respondents perceived personal 

planning as the most important item (M = 3.66, SD = 0.58).  The least important items 

were Adobe software for Web design (M = 2.08, SD = 0.95) and video (M = 2.08, SD = 

0.94).  Web design (M = 2.65, SD = 0.98) and video (M = 2.44, SD = 0.88) in general 

were also of little importance according to respondents. 

Table 4.21 

Planning and Management Items Perceived Importance of Professional Agricultural 

Communicators (N = 78) 

Importance 

Competency M SD 

Client Relationships
a 

3.56 0.75 

Critical Thinking 3.54 0.66 

Agricultural Issues 3.42 0.68 

Strategic Planning
a

3.38 0.74 

External Business Communication 3.18 0.77 

Internal Business Communication 3.15 0.79 

Media Planning 3.06 0.84 

Communications Research 2.96 0.83 

Risk and Crisis Planning
a 

2.69 0.96 

Conflict Resolution 2.64 0.82 

Analytics and Pattern Recognition 2.63 0.86 

Personnel Management 2.53 0.89 
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Table 4.22 

Skills and Task Items Perceived Importance of Professional Agricultural Communicators 

(N = 78) 

 Importance 

Competency M SD 

Personal Planning
a 

3.66 0.58 

Creative Thinking 3.50 0.60 

Written Communication 3.45 0.68 

Project Planning 3.42 0.80 

Oral Communication 3.35 0.64 

Developing Relationships 3.31 1.00 

Journalistic Writing
a 

3.22 0.82 

Social Media Tools 3.19 0.67 

Crisis Communication 2.82 1.02 

Photography
a 

2.71 0.93 

Adobe Software for Design and Photography 2.68 1.00 

Web Design 2.65 0.98 

Video 2.44 0.88 

Adobe Software for Video 2.08 0.94 

Adobe Software for Web 2.08 0.95 

Note. 
a 
N = 77. 1 = Not Important, 2 = Somewhat Important, 3 = Very Important, 4 = 

Critical 

 

 Additional data analysis was conducted to describe relationships and differences 

between respondents’ length of employment compared to the importance of both 

planning and management and skill and task items.  The perceived importance of items 

was also grouped by respondents’ length of employment (Table 4.23).  Those just 

beginning their career (employed less than one year) reported critical thinking as the most 

important planning and management item to possess (M = 3.87, SD = 0.35).  Those that 
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have been employed two to five years also thought critical thinking was the most 

important asset (M = 3.46, SD = 0.59).  Respondents that have worked in agricultural 

communications for six to 10 years rated media planning as the most important planning 

and management item (M = 3.67, SD = 0.65).  Those employed 11 to 15 years ranked 

client relationships as the most important planning and management item (M = 3.63, SD 

= 0.74).  Agricultural issues was the most important item as perceived by respondents 

employed as an agricultural communicator for 16 to 20 years (M = 3.67, SD = 0.52). 

Those employed 21 years or more found critical thinking to be the most important 

planning and management item (M = 3.75, SD = 0.45). 

Table 4.23 

Respondents’ Planning and Management Items Perceived Importance in Relation to 

Length of Employment in an Agricultural Communications Position (N = 77) 

Length Planning/Management Item M SD 

0-1 Years 

(n =15 ) 

Critical Thinking 3.87 0.35 

Client Relationships 3.67 0.72 

Strategic Planning
a

3.43 0.65 

Agricultural Issues 3.33 0.90 

Communications Research 3.27 0.70 

2-5 Years 

(n =24) 

Critical Thinking 3.46 0.59 

Client Relationships 3.38 0.82 

Agricultural Issues 3.29 0.62 

Strategic Planning
a

3.29 0.75 

External Business Communication 3.21 0.78 

Internal Business Communication 3.21 0.93 
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Table 4.23 Continued 

Length Planning/Management Item M SD 

6-10 Years 

(n =12) 

Media Planning 3.67 0.65 

Strategic Planning
a

3.67 0.65 

Critical Thinking 3.58 0.67 

Agricultural Issues 3.50 0.80 

Client Relationships 3.50 0.80 

11-15 Years 

(n =8) 

Client Relationships 3.63 0.74 

Agricultural Issues 3.50 0.54 

External Business Communication 3.50 0.76 

Media Planning 3.50 0.76 

Internal Business Communication 3.25 0.71 

Strategic Planning
a

3.25 1.17 

16-20 Years 

(n =6) 

Agricultural Issues 3.67 0.52 

Client Relationships 3.67 0.82 

Strategic Planning
a

3.33 0.52 

Critical Thinking 3.33 0.82 

Internal Business Communication 3.17 0.41 

> 21 Years 

(n =12) 

Critical Thinking 3.75 0.45 

Client Relationships 3.67 0.65 

Agricultural Issues 3.58 0.52 

Strategic Planning
a

3.42 0.67 

External Business Communication 3.08 0.79 

Note. 
a 
N = 76. 1 = Not Important, 2 = Somewhat Important, 3 = Very Important, 4 =

Critical 

Table 4.24 displays the skill and task items respondents rated as the most 

important.  These were also grouped by respondents’ length of employment in an 

agricultural communications profession.  Personal planning was the most important skill 
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and task item for those employed one year or less (M = 3.87, SD = 0.35).  Personal 

planning placed within the top five most important skill and task items for all 

respondents, whether they are just beginning their career, or are more have been 

employed 21 years or more. 

Table 4.24 

Respondents’ Skill and Task Items Perceived Importance in Relation to Length 

of Employment in an Agricultural Communications Position (N = 77) 

Length Skill/Task Item M SD 

0-1 Years 

(n =15) 

Personal Planning
a

3.87 0.35 

Creative Thinking 3.60 0.63 

Developing Relationships 3.40 0.99 

Written Communication 3.33 0.72 

Oral Communication 3.27 0.59 

Social Media Tools 3.27 0.80 

2-5 Years 

(n = 24) 

Personal Planning
a

3.61 0.58 

Written Communication 3.50 0.66 

Developing Relationships 3.50 0.83 

Creative Thinking 3.50 0.66 

Oral Communication 3.33 0.64 

Project Planning 3.33 0.96 

6-10 Years 

(n = 12) 

Written Communication 3.75 0.62 

Personal Planning
a

3.75 0.45 

Project Planning 3.67 0.49 

Journalistic Writing 3.50 0.67 

Oral Communication 3.50 0.80 

Creative Thinking 3.50 0.52 
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Table 4.24 Continued 

Length Skill/Task Item M SD 

11-15 Years 

(n = 8) 

Personal Planning
a

3.75 0.46 

Written Communication 3.50 0.54 

Creative Thinking 3.50 0.54 

Oral Communication 3.38 0.52 

Social Media Tools 3.38 0.74 

16-20 Years 

(n =6) 

Creative Thinking 3.67 0.52 

Personal Planning
a

3.67 0.52 

Project Planning 3.50 0.84 

Developing Relationships 3.33 1.21 

Written Communication 3.17 0.75 

Oral Communication 3.17 0.65 

> 21 Years 

(n =13) 

Project Planning 3.67 0.65 

Developing Relationships 3.42 0.90 

Oral Communication 3.33 0.65 

Creative Thinking 3.33 0.65 

Personal Planning
a

3.33 0.89 

Note. 
a 
N = 76. 1 = Not Important, 2 = Somewhat Important, 3 = Very Important, 4 =

Critical 

Objective Four 

Objective four sought to determine respondents’ perceived competence of both 

planning and management items and skill and task items that relate to agricultural 

communications. Respondents were asked to rank the level of competence of each item. 

Rankings were based on a 4-point Likert-type scale with 1 = novice, 2 = fair, 3 = very 

good, and 4 = expert. 

Table 4.25 shows respondents’ perceived competence for planning and 

management items.  Within planning and management items, respondents perceived 
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themselves to be most competent at client relationships (M = 3.24, SD = 0.83).  They 

were least competent in analytics and pattern recognition (M = 2.10, SD = 0.84). 

Note. 
a 
N = 77. 1 = Novice, 2 = Fair, 3 = Very Good, 4 = Expert

Table 4.26 shows respondents’ perceived competence for skill and task items. 

Within these items, respondents perceived themselves as most competent at written 

communication (M = 3.04, SD = 0.67).  Respondents felt least competent using Adobe 

software for video (M = 1.51, SD = 0.83).  Respondents rated their competence the same 

for oral communication (M = 3.00, SD = 0.73) and developing relationships (M = 3.00, 

SD = 0.83). 

Table 4.25 

Planning and Management Items Perceived Competence of Professional Agricultural 

Communicators (N = 78) 

Competence 

Competency M SD 

Client Relationships
a 

3.24 0.83 

Critical Thinking 3.00 0.73 

Internal Business Communication 2.97 0.66 

External Business Communication 2.94 0.74 

Media Planning 2.81 0.86 

Agricultural Issues 2.77 0.64 

Strategic Planning
a

2.54 0.77 

Communications Research 2.49 0.75 

Conflict Resolution 2.44 0.80 

Risk and Crisis Planning
a 

2.26 0.83 

Personnel Management 2.23 0.83 

Analytics and Pattern Recognition 2.10 0.84 
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Table 4.26 

Skills and Task Items Perceived Competence of Professional Agricultural 

Communicators (N = 78) 

Competence 

Competency M SD 

Written Communication 3.04 0.67 

Personal Planning
a

3.01 0.69 

Oral Communication 3.00 0.73 

Developing Relationships 3.00 0.83 

Creative Thinking 2.97 0.68 

Journalistic Writing
a

2.87 0.84 

Project Planning 2.86 0.83 

Social Media Tools 2.84 0.76 

Photography
a

2.31 0.84 

Crisis Communication 2.30 0.98 

Adobe Software for Design and 

Photography 
2.08 0.96 

Video 1.97 0.91 

Web Design 1.94 0.91 

Adobe Software for Web 1.52 0.75 

Adobe Software for Video 1.51 0.83 

Note. 
a 
N=77. 1 = Novice, 2 = Fair, 3 = Very Good, 4 = Expert

Additional data analysis was conducted to describe relationships and differences 

between respondents’ length of employment compared to the competence of both 

planning and management and skill and task items.  All ranges of employment lengths, 

except for the two to five year range, perceived themselves most competent in client 

relationships.  Respondents employed two to five years perceived themselves as most 

competent in internal business communication (M = 3.04, SD = 0.46).  Table 4.27 
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displays the top five items respondents perceived themselves as most competent in, and 

are grouped by the respondents’ length of employment. 

Table 4.27 

Respondents’ Planning and Management Items Perceived Competence in Relation to 

Length of Employment in an Agricultural Communications Position (N = 78) 

Length Planning/Management Item M SD 

0-1 Years 

(n = 15) 

Client Relationships
a 

2.80 1.08 

Critical Thinking 2.67 0.72 

Internal Business Communication 2.53 0.83 

Media Planning 2.47 0.92 

Communications Research 2.40 0.83 

2-5 Years 

(n = 24) 

Internal Business Communication 3.04 0.46 

Client Relationships
a 

3.04 0.83 

Critical Thinking 2.88 0.61 

External Business Communication 2.83 0.64 

Media Planning 2.75 0.85 

6-10 Years 

(n = 12) 

Client Relationships
a 

3.25 0.75 

External Business Communication 3.17 0.58 

Media Planning 3.08 0.67 

Agricultural Issues 3.00 0.60 

Internal Business Communication 3.00 0.74 

Critical Thinking 3.00 0.74 

11-15 Years 

(n = 8) 

Client Relationships
a 

3.63 0.52 

External Business Communication 3.13 0.64 

Internal Business Communication 3.13 0.64 

Media Planning 3.00 0.76 

Critical Thinking 2.88 0.84 



Texas Tech University, Lisa Chesher, December 2014 

68 

Table 4.27 Continued 

Length Planning/Management Item M SD 

16-20 Years 

(n = 6) 

Client Relationships
a 

3.67 0.52 

Internal Business Communication 3.33 0.52 

Critical Thinking 3.33 0.82 

Agricultural Issues 3.17 0.41 

External Business Communication 3.17 0.98 

> 21 Years 

(n = 13) 

Client Relationships
a 

3.62 0.51 

Critical Thinking 3.54 0.66 

External Business Communication 3.31 0.48 

Agricultural Issues 3.15 0.69 

Strategic Planning 3.08 0.49 

Note. 
a 
N = 77. 1 = Novice, 2 = Fair, 3 = Very Good, 4 = Expert

Table 4.28 provides all length of employment ranges and the competence average 

for the top five skill and task items.  Respondents within each length of employment 

perceived themselves as being competent in a different skill and task item.  Those 

employed from six to ten years perceived themselves most competent in creative thinking 

(M = 3.33, SD = 0.49).  Those employed from 11 to 15 years perceived themselves as 

most competent in journalistic writing (M = 3.38, SD = 0.74) and oral communication (M 

= 3.38, SD = 0.52).  Those employed between 16 and 20 years perceived themselves as 

most competent in personal planning (M = 3.33, SD = 0.82). 
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Table 4.28 

Respondents’ Skill and Task Items Perceived Competence in Relation to 

Length of Employment in an Agricultural Communications Position (N = 78) 

Length Skill/Task Item M SD 

0-1 Years 

(n = 15) 

Oral Communication 2.93 0.89 

Developing Relationships 2.93 1.03 

Personal Planning
a

2.87 0.83 

Social Media Tools 2.80 0.86 

Creative Thinking 2.67 0.90 

2-5 Years 

(n = 24) 

Written Communication 3.08 0.41 

Social Media Tools 3.00 0.59 

Personal Planning
a

3.00 0.60 

Journalistic Writing
a

2.96 0.75 

Developing Relationships 2.92 0.78 

6-10 Years 

(n = 12) 

Creative Thinking 3.33 0.49 

Written Communication 3.25 0.45 

Journalistic Writing
a

3.00 0.74 

Social Media Tools 3.00 0.74 

Developing Relationships 3.00 0.85 

Project Planning 3.00 0.60 

11-15 Years 

(n = 8) 

Journalistic Writing
a

3.38 0.74 

Oral Communication 3.38 0.52 

Written Communication 3.25 0.71 

Project Planning 3.13 0.64 

Personal Planning
a

3.13 0.64 
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Table 4.28 Continued 

Length Skill/Task Item M SD 

16-20 Years 

(n = 6) 

Personal Planning
a

3.33 0.82 

Creative Thinking 3.17 0.75 

Written Communication 3.00 0.63 

Oral Communication 3.00 0.89 

Developing Relationships 3.00 0.63 

Project Planning 3.00 1.10 

> 21 Years 

(n = 13) 

Project Planning 3.31 0.63 

Oral Communication 3.23 0.93 

Written Communication 3.15 0.69 

Developing Relationships 3.15 0.80 

Creative Thinking 3.15 0.38 

Note. 
a 
N = 77. 1 = Novice, 2 = Fair, 3 = Very Good, 4 = Expert

Objective Five 

Objective five sought to prioritize professional development needs using the 

Borich needs assessment model.  A mean weighted discrepancy score was calculated by 

taking the difference of perceived competence from the perceived importance, which 

gave the discrepancy score.  The weighted discrepancy score was calculated by 

multiplying the discrepancy score by the average of perceived importance.  The weighted 

discrepancy scores were added together then divided by the number of responses, which 

was the mean weighted discrepancy score (MWDS). The higher the MWDS, the more 

training respondents perceived themselves to need on the subject. 

Table 4.29 shows the MWDS of planning and management items.  The largest 

gap within planning and management items existed in strategic planning (MWDS = 

2.76).  Agricultural issues ranked as the second biggest gap (MWDS = 2.28).  The 
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smallest gap described internal business communication (MWDS = 0.53).  There was 

only a one-hundredth difference between conflict resolution (MWDS = 0.54) and internal 

business communication (MWDS = 0.53). 

Note. *Mean Weighted Discrepancy Score. 
a 
N = 77

Table 4.30 shows the MWDS of skill and task items.  The largest gap within skill 

and task items was in personal planning (MWDS = 2.28).  The smallest gap dealt with 

developing relationships (MWDS = 1.02).  Social media tools and video had the same 

gap (MWDS = 1.19). 

Table 4.29 

Planning and Management Needs of Professional Agricultural Communicators (N = 78) 

Importance Competence 

Competency M SD M SD MWDS* 

Strategic Planning
a

3.38 0.74 2.54 0.77 2.76 

Agricultural Issues 3.42 0.68 2.77 0.64 2.28 

Critical Thinking 3.54 0.66 3.00 0.73 1.95 

Communications Research 2.96 0.83 2.49 0.75 1.44 

Analytics and Pattern 

Recognition
2.63 0.86 2.10 0.84 1.35 

Risk and Crisis Planning
a 

2.69 0.96 2.26 0.83 1.19 

Client Relationships
a 

3.56 0.75 3.24 0.83 1.14 

Media Planning 3.06 0.84 2.81 0.86 0.83 

External Business 

Communication
3.18 0.77 2.94 0.74 0.82 

Personnel Management 2.53 0.89 2.23 0.83 0.74 

Conflict Resolution 2.64 0.82 2.44 0.80 0.54 

Internal Business 

Communication
3.15 0.79 2.97 0.66 0.53 
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Table 4.30 

Skill and Task Needs of Professional Agricultural Communicators (N=78) 

 Importance  Competence  

Competency M SD  M SD MWDS* 

Personal Planning
a 

3.66 0.58  3.01 0.69 2.28 

Project Planning 3.42 0.80  2.86 0.83 1.89 

Creative Thinking 3.50 0.60  2.97 0.68 1.88 

Web Design 2.65 0.98  1.94 0.91 1.87 

Adobe Software for Design 

and  Photography 
2.68 1.00  2.08 0.96 1.58 

Crisis Communication 2.82 1.02  2.30 0.98 1.48 

Written Communication 3.45 0.68  3.04 0.67 1.41 

Oral Communication 3.35 0.64  3.00 0.73 1.20 

Social Media Tools 3.19 0.67  2.84 0.76 1.19 

Video 2.44 0.88  1.97 0.91 1.19 

Adobe Software for Video 2.08 0.94  1.51 0.83 1.17 

Photography
a 

2.71 0.93  2.31 0.84 1.16 

Adobe Software for Web 2.08 0.95  1.52 0.75 1.15 

Journalistic Writing
a 

3.22 0.82  2.87 0.84 1.13 

Developing Relationships 3.31 1.00  3.00 0.83 1.02 

Note. *Mean Weighted Discrepancy Score. 
a 
N = 77 

Table 4.31 ranks all competencies (both planning and management and skills and 

tasks) in relation to their MWDS.  Respondents perceived themselves needing the most 

training in strategic planning (MWDS = 2.76).  Both personal planning and agricultural 

issues require the same amount of training (MWDS = 2.28).  Respondents also perceived 

themselves needing the same amount of training in risk and crisis planning, social media 



Texas Tech University, Lisa Chesher, December 2014 

73 

tools, and video.  Respondents perceived themselves needing the least amount of training 

in internal business communication (MWDS = 0.53). 

Table 4.31 

Professional Development Needs of Respondents (N = 78) 

Rank Competency MWDS* 

1 Strategic Planning
a

2.76 

2 Personal Planning
a

2.28 

3 Agricultural Issues 2.28 

4 Critical Thinking 1.95 

5 Project Planning 1.89 

6 Creative Thinking 1.88 

7 Web Design 1.87 

8 Adobe Software for Design and Photography 1.58 

9 Crisis Communication 1.48 

10 Communications Research 1.44 

11 Written Communication 1.41 

12 Analytics and Pattern Recognition 1.35 

13 Oral Communication 1.20 

14 Risk and Crisis Planning
a 

1.19 

15 Social Media Tools 1.19 

16 Video 1.19 

17 Adobe Software for Video 1.17 

18 Photography
a

1.16 

19 Adobe Software for Web 1.15 

20 Client Relationships
a 

1.14 

21 Journalistic Writing
a

1.13 

22 Developing Relationships 1.02 

23 Media Planning 0.83 
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Table 4.31 Continued 

Rank Competency MWDS* 

24 External Business Communication 0.82 

25 Personnel Management 0.74 

26 Conflict Resolution 0.54 

27 Internal Business Communication 0.53 

Note. *Mean Weighted Discrepancy Score. 
a
 N = 77



Texas Tech University, Lisa Chesher, December 2014 
 

75 
 

CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS, DISCUSSION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Overview 

Professional development is essential to both an individual and organization 

(Juniper, 2014; Guskey, 2000).  Organizational learning begins with the individual; 

therefore, an organization’s success lies with its employees (Shrivastava, 1983).  

Individuals who participate in professional development learn new skills, may be able to 

handle a heavier workload, and will add value to their working profile (Juniper, 2014; 

Guskey, 2000).  This chapter discusses the findings and relates them to the concepts and 

literature applied in this study.  Both practice and research recommendations are also 

included.  This study sought to identify and describe professional development needs of 

agricultural communicators.  The following objectives guided the study: 

1. Determine current professional development opportunities of respondents. 

2. Determine attitudes of respondents toward professional development 

opportunities. 

3. Determine perceived importance of communication tasks. 

4. Determine perceived competence of communication tasks. 

5. Prioritize the communication tasks in need of additional training using the 

Borich needs assessment model. 

 

Respondent Demographics 

The majority of respondents were female with a bachelor’s degree.  The average 

respondent was 36 years old, but 29 was the most common age.  More than half of 
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respondents were responsible for social media, public relations, or both.  Both of these 

responsibilities fall within Morgan’s (2010 & 2012) and Morgan and Rucker’s (2013) 

studies regarding professional competencies of agricultural communicators.  Most 

respondents were in a middle management position.  Most respondents work for a 

magazine.  Respondents work in large organizations, with employees of 51 or more. 

They have been employed in an agricultural communications position, on average, two to 

five years. 

Conclusions and Discussion 

Objective One 

The first research objective sought to determine current professional development 

opportunities of respondents.  The majority of respondents were not required but were 

expected to participate in professional development.  This finding coincides with 

Training Magazine’s study (2014) that found that approximately 71% of respondents 

perceived employee professional development was important to their employers. 

Approximately three-quarters of respondents participate in professional development 

activities outside of their workplace and the majority of respondents attend at least one 

professional development conference annually.  Readings and Webinars were popular 

forms of professional development as well as conferences and workshops.  Guskey 

(2000) noted professional development can be any type of activity so long as it is 

designed to enhance the professional knowledge, skills, and attitudes of employees. 

Respondents’ awareness of professional development opportunities was, in large 
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part, thanks to peer referrals and emails.  When individuals are involved in a professional 

association, they are more likely to trust fellow members’ statements, making peer 

referrals an ideal method to make others aware of professional development opportunities 

(Yeager, 1981).  Many professional associations also send emails regarding professional 

development opportunities (Cherwin, 2010).  Given both of these facts and that AMS is 

an organization-sponsored conference, it is likely that many respondents are involved in a 

professional association. 

 

Objective Two 

Objective two dealt with determining attitudes of respondents toward professional 

development opportunities.  More than half of respondents indicated they would be 

interested in completing a certificate program online or at a distance.  Approximately half 

of respondents spent one to three hours of personal time on professional development, 

which means respondents value their career enough to spend time outside of their work 

hours to improve work-related skills.  Breaking this statistic down even further, the 

majority of those who describe their role as middle management or non-management 

(technical/professional) reported they were willing to spend one to three hours of 

personal time on professional development.  This could be because these two roles may 

be classified as mid-organization roles.  Therefore, professional development allows 

those in these roles to learn skills that may keep others from surpassing their position, 

while providing opportunity for advancement within their organization.  
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Respondents from Training Magazine’s study (2014) also saw personal value in 

professional development in relation to their jobs.  The readiness principle within 

Knowles’ (2005) adult learning theory states an adult learner’s need to learn becomes 

associated with the development of their current status.  This is reflected in respondents’ 

division of their professional development time.  Of the total time spent on professional 

development, 60% of that professional development time was spent with respondents’ 

current jobs in mind, while the remaining 40% was devoted to respondents’ career 

advancement. 

Respondents agreed most that they were self-motivated to seek out professional 

development activities and organizational leaders generally support requests for learning 

opportunities and training.  Based on Knowles’ (2005) motivation principle within his 

adult learning theory, respondents’ self-motivation to seek out professional development 

is due to internal factors, meaning the motivation comes from within the individual rather 

than from respondents’ employers or organizations.  Given this, respondents are 

connected to their profession and job, which means they are personally invested in their 

career. 

In regard to the organization and its leaders, Harris (2013) noted those 

organizations that set aside funds for professional development are more likely to see 

improvements in employees’ performance and engagement.  Respondents disagreed that 

their organizations measure results of the time and resources spent on training. 

Understanding this and the findings within Harris’ (2013) study, organizational leaders 

may support requests for professional development, but it may not be at the 
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organization’s expense because respondents disagreed that their organizations measured 

resources spent on training.  In other words, if organizations were spending or allowing 

organizational time or resources for professional development, the organization would 

likely track or measure the time and resources spent.  Since they are not, it is likely 

professional development is encouraged and supported as long as it is done with the 

respondents’ personal resources. 

Objective Three 

Determining the importance of communication tasks was the third objective. 

Client relationships was perceived as the most important task within planning and 

management items.  Maintaining client relationships requires interpersonal and social 

skills.  These are both skills employers ranked third, behind oral and written 

communication and computer literacy, in Moody et al.’s (2002) study to identify which 

skills employers seek when hiring candidates.  Personal planning was perceived as the 

most important item within skill and task items.  The importance of client relationships 

and personal planning perceived by respondents agrees with competencies Clem (2013) 

identified.  In her study, competencies related to client relationships were forming and 

maintaining relationships and interpersonal skills (Clem, 2013).  Professionalism, 

decision making, self-evaluation, and time management (Clem, 2013) are competencies 

that relate to personal planning.  The least important items in this study were personnel 

management and Adobe software for video and Web.  Clem (2013) suggested video 

production and editing and Web design are specific skills relevant to agricultural 



Texas Tech University, Lisa Chesher, December 2014 

80 

communications.  This disagrees with respondents’ perceptions in this study due to the 

types of job responsibilities respondents reported.  Considering the majority of 

respondents were employed by a magazine, items related to print journalism and 

interviewing skills will seem more necessary than others such as video production and 

Web design.  Both client relationships and personal planning relate to the magazine 

business, while video production and Web design may not have strong ties to the 

industry. 

When the items’ importance means were ranked according to respondents’ roles 

within their organization and their length of employment, agricultural issues, client 

relationships, and strategic planning were in the top five of each role and length of 

employment.  This is logical considering these three items were also the top three most 

important overall planning and management items.  While not all roles and employment 

lengths rated these three items as the top three most important items, the fact that they 

consistently showed in the top five reinforces how important respondents view them. 

Because generations are becoming further removed from an agricultural setting (Boone et 

al., 2000), agricultural issues, client relationships, and strategic planning may help 

agricultural communicators better relate to their non-agricultural audience.  Agricultural 

communicators may be the only voice or face of agriculture members of non-agricultural 

audiences hear or see so agricultural communicators must be knowledgeable of 

agricultural issues.  It is also imperative to form relationships with clients, whether 

agricultural or not.  Strategic planning may help agricultural communicators understand 

the type of technologies audiences are using in the future, as well as their perception of 
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agriculture.  If agricultural communicators are able to foresee these trends and issues, 

they can better prepare to respond. 

Objective Four 

Objective four sought to determine respondents’ perceived competence of 

communication tasks.  Within planning and management items, respondents were most 

competent when dealing with client relationships.  Irlbeck and Akers (2009) found 

employers rated agricultural communications graduates as trustworthy, easy to work 

with, and reliable.  Because a client would probably be most comfortable with a person 

who possesses these qualities, this could explain why respondents of this study felt most 

competent with client relationships.  Many could have learned these skills within an 

educational setting and carried them over to their professional career.  Client 

relationships also consistently appeared in the top five items respondents were most 

competent in when categorized by respondents’ roles within their organization and their 

length of employment.  The fact that all roles and all lengths of employment felt 

competent in client relationships confirms this item is understood by agricultural 

communicators who may apply this knowledge daily. 

Within the skill and task items, respondents perceived themselves as most 

competent in writing communication.  Employers ranked oral and written communication 

as the top skill employees should possess (Moody et al., 2002).  Analytics and pattern 

recognition and Adobe software for video received the lowest competence scores. 

Analytics and pattern recognition are emerging skills in communication; therefore, 
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respondents may not have much experience in this area.  Considering respondents did not 

see video production and editing as important, they probably do not use it in their day-to-

day tasks.  This could explain the low competency for Adobe video software.  Another 

explanation could be the variety of video editing software available.  Perhaps respondents 

do not perceive themselves as competent when using Adobe video software because they 

prefer another type of video production and editing software. 

When categorizing skill and task items by respondents’ roles, there was no 

commonality.  This may be due to each role requiring different sets of skills and each 

role’s duties require the fulfillment of various tasks.  There was also no consistency 

within the length of employment.  The explanation is similar to that within respondents’ 

roles – those that have been employed in an agricultural communications position longer 

may have different skills and perform different daily tasks than that of someone just 

starting their agricultural communications career.  Morgan (2010 & 2012) and Morgan 

and Rucker (2013) identified various competencies that come together to form the make-

up of agricultural communications.  However, not all agricultural communicators perform 

all competencies, as these results demonstrate. 

Objective Five 

The Borich needs assessment model was utilized to prioritize communication 

tasks.  Strategic planning, a competency within planning and management items, received 

the highest MWDS.  This implies strategic planning requires additional training, 

according to respondents.  Personal planning received the highest MWDS within skill 
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and task items, indicating they need more professional development in this area.  It is 

interesting to note, while agricultural communicators deal with ever-changing technology 

in their careers (Boone et al., 2000), neither strategic planning nor personal planning 

require a specific technology.  An argument could be made that agricultural 

communicators either receive adequate technological training or they use certain 

technologies, such as social media, enough in their personal and work roles that they do 

not require training. 

Irlbeck and Akers (2009) found employers perceived agricultural communications 

graduates needed improvement in organization, which is part of the description given for 

personal planning for the purposes of this study.  Among all competencies combined, 

strategic planning required the most training.  Internal business communication required 

the least amount of training.  Within the top 10 competencies that required training, 

planning and management competencies, and skill and task competencies were even. 

However, within the 10 competencies that required very little training, skill and task 

competencies outnumbered planning and management competencies by one. 

Respondents completed step four – involve adult learners in diagnosing their own 

learning needs – within Knowles’ (1995) eight-step design to create adult learning 

experiences.  Since respondents diagnosed themselves to need additional training in 

strategic planning, they have played a part in determining the content they want to learn 

(Ellis & Bernhardt, 1989; White, 2000; Wiltsher, 1999). 
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Recommendations 

Practice 

After reviewing this data, organizations should take action to address the needs 

respondents identified in this study.  Taking action is the last phase in Altschuld and 

Kumar’s (2010) needs assessment process.  These actions may be starting the needs 

assessment process within an organization, which would pinpoint particular training 

needs, or holding professional development trainings for the needs identified in this 

study.  This information, along with data collected at the individual and organizational 

level, can help practitioners understand where time and resources should be spent (Porter, 

1985; Shrivastava, 1983). 

Table 5.1 shows the most critical items identified by respondents categorized 

according to respondents’ employment ranges.  Items that received a mean score of 3.60 

or higher were included.  Items that received a score of 3.50 are considered midway 

between critical (four on the scale used) and very important (three on the scale used); 

therefore, those items were not considered critically important.  Personal planning is 

included in all employment ranges, which implies personal planning is imperative to all 

career stages and employment ranges.  Personal planning includes time management, 

organizing self and others, and efficient and effective task completion. 
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 Table 5.1 

Critically Important Items Categorized by Respondents’ Employment Range (N = 78) 

Length Item M SD 

0-1 Years 

(n = 15) 

Critical Thinking 3.87 0.35 

Personal Planning 3.87 0.35 

Client Relationships 3.67 0.72 

Creative Thinking 3.60 0.63 

2-5 Years 

(n = 24) 
Personal Planning 3.61 0.58 

6-10 Years 

(n = 12) 

Written Communication 3.75 0.62 

Personal Planning 3.75 0.45 

Media Planning 3.67 0.65 

Strategic Planning 3.67 0.65 

Project Planning 3.67 0.45 

11-15 Years 

(n = 8) 

Personal Planning 3.75 0.46 

Client Relationships 3.63 0.74 

16-20 Years 

(n = 6) 

Agricultural Issues 3.67 0.52 

Client Relationships 3.67 0.65 

Creative Thinking 3.67 0.52 

Personal Planning 3.67 0.52 

> 21 Years 

(n = 13) 

Critical Thinking 3.75 0.45 

Client Relationships 3.67 0.65 

Note. N = 77. Only items that received a mean score of 3.60 or greater were included. 

Designing professional development activities to benefit the four career stages 

will allow for effective utilization of time and resources.  The four stages an employee 

moves through within his or her professional life are the entry stage, colleague stage, 

counselor stage, and advisor stage (Rennekamp & Nall, 1993).  There are specific needs 

and motivators specific to each stage. 
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Just as each stage had unique motivational factors, there are also unique 

developmental opportunities within each stage that will allow for optimal professional 

development. Within the entry stage, developmental opportunities such as orientation 

trainings, a mentoring relationship with senior employees, follow-up training, 

administrative support, peer relationships, a positive organizational culture, and career 

counseling are ideal (Rennekamp & Nall, 1993).  The colleague stage’s developmental 

opportunities may include expertise development (graduate school or workshops), 

committee involvement, professional associations, knowledge sharing, publishing 

articles, developing educational materials, and career counseling (Rennekamp & Nall, 

1993).  Development opportunities for the counselor stage include serving as a mentor, 

serving as a committee chair, coordinating projects, additional training on other subjects, 

decision-making and problem-solving responsibility, and career counseling (Rennekamp 

& Nall, 1993).  The counselor stage may be where an employee begins to neglect their 

own professional growth. Since this stage is where employees may become responsible 

for their younger peers, it is imperative they continue their own professional development 

(Rennekamp & Nall, 1993).   Lastly, the advisor stage development opportunities are 

utilizing expertise and influence, involvement in strategic planning, organizational 

representation, career counseling, and planning retirement (Rennekamp & Nall, 1993). 

In the American Society for Training and Development’s study (2013), 

employees preferred on-the-job and continued education training.  These types of 

trainings reflect those within ongoing learning (Marsick & Watkins, 2003), which is the 

best option for implementing new ideas.  Whatever activity or training selected, 
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professional development should address the perceived needs of individuals (Guskey, 

2000).  

In this case, professional development should focus on strategic and personal 

planning. Finding speakers or facilitators outside of agricultural communications to hold 

professional development opportunities regarding strategic planning may be beneficial 

(Knowles, 1980; Ellis & Bernhardt, 1989).  Strategic planning requires agricultural 

communicators to see “the big picture” and plan ahead.  While it is impossible to see a 

complete and accurate profile of the future, agricultural communicators should acquire 

some type of system or understanding for predicting possible trends, opportunities, crises, 

and issues.  Incorporating this system of understanding will then allow agricultural 

communicators to plan responses to different situations and be more prepared.  Personal 

planning professional development could be handled in-house.  Organizations could hold 

seminars regarding skills such as time management, organization, and completing tasks.  

Simple ways to incorporate personal planning into an organization could include sending 

company-wide weekly emails stating company standards regarding descriptors of 

personal planning.  Personal planning may be a competency that would be a viable 

candidate for ongoing professional development (Marsick & Watkins, 2003). 

Agricultural Media Summit 

This study provides insight specifically for professional development needs for 

AMS attendees.  The AMS leadership committee should consider professional 

development opportunities other than the annual conference. While conferences are a 
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useful method for delivering professional development, it is not the only option. 

Respondents reported they already used resources such as Webinars and readings. AMS 

could tap into that by providing Webinars and articles relevant to training needs. In 

relation to Rennekamp and Nall’s (1993) career stages, a mentoring program would 

benefit employees both in the entry stage and those in the counselor and advisor stages. 

Members of the colleague stage are interested in development of specialty areas and may 

pursue graduate school or certifications (Rennekamp & Nall, 1993). 

Partnerships between AMS and universities may be an innovative way to deliver 

content relevant to the needs AMS attendees identified.  Certificate programs within 

higher education were of interest to 57% (n = 45) of respondents. AMS could utilize this 

level of interest to their benefit and achieve collaboration between institutions of higher 

education and professional organizations. 

AMS should also utilize Knowles’ (1995) eight-step design to identify topics for 

their professional development sessions: 1) prepare learners for the program, 2) establish 

a sufficient learning climate, 3) involve the adult learners in the planning, 4) involve the 

adult learners in diagnosing their own learning needs, 5) involve the adult learners in 

forming objectives, 6) involve learners in designing plans, 7) help learners accomplish 

the plans, and 8) involve learners in evaluating their results.  Input from members 

utilizing this design may lead to more meaningful learning experiences, increased 

attendance and interest, and newly identified needs that can be addressed. 



Texas Tech University, Lisa Chesher, December 2014 

89 

Texas Tech Agricultural Communications Department 

Texas Tech University’s Department of Agricultural Education and 

Communications should look into providing certificate programs and other professional 

development opportunities that would connect the university to agricultural 

communications professionals.  There is much to consider when developing a certificate 

program such as the length of the program, delivery methods, content, and pricing. 

Online certificate programs may be the most beneficial as most professionals see this as 

convenient and practical.  A certificate program could provide an opportunity to 

collaborate with professional associations and fellow universities alike.  Grant and 

funding opportunities may also present themselves if a certificate program was pursued. 

Respondents indicated the highest need of training in strategic planning. So topics 

relevant to foreseeing industry trends, public perception, and creating a plan to address 

the trends and perceptions should be a focus for these certificate programs. 

Research 

The competencies outlined in Morgan’s (2010, 2012) and Morgan and Rucker’s 

(2013) studies are accepted by unit, plant, organizational, and industrial levels (Cantley & 

Sahal, 1980; Marsick & Watkins, 2003).  This study should be replicated with a larger 

sample to improve the generalizability of the findings.  Agricultural communicators who 

are not members of an association represented at AMS may have different professional 

development needs. 
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Knowledge within certain competencies can quickly become obsolete (Guskey, 

2000).  When new technological developments or new knowledge presents itself, the 

needs assessment process should start again to determine what new needs exist (Guskey, 

2000; Altschuld & Kumar, 2010).  Thus, as technology develops or new knowledge 

presents itself, studies such as this one should be replicated. 

Research could be conducted solely within each role or range of employment to 

further identify the needs of agricultural communicators at certain stages of their career. 

New competencies within a role or employment range may even be uncovered.  Just as 

adult learners have different needs than post-secondary students, employees in different 

roles or employment length ranges may require different or additional resources than 

their peers in other roles or ranges of employment (White, 2000). 

Future research could also include determining the best methods and types of 

professional development to address the needs identified in this research.  Applying the 

adult learning theory to this research would be beneficial because the theory allows 

researchers to understand how adults learn and the best approaches for adult learning 

(Merriam, 2008).  Methods of professional development may include professional 

associations or organizations, readings, Webinars, or organizational ongoing learning 

(Marsick & Watkins, 2003; Berger, 2014). Webinars may be a specific area of research 

interest as nearly three-quarters of respondents reported using Webinars as a form of 

professional development.  Webinar content or what respondents are learning from 

Webinars should be further researched.  Another form of professional development 

mentioned was certificate programs. Before a program can be implemented at the 
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practitioner level, research should be done to understand the specific interest in certificate 

programs.  Content, length, and delivery method are all items within certificate programs 

that warrant further research.  Also initial research should be conducted to identify grant 

and funding opportunities and collaboration opportunities (both collaboration between 

universities and collaboration between universities and professional organizations).  

 The organizational climate and culture is also an applicable area of future 

research.  The organizational culture provides the basis for how an organization makes 

decisions and defines its processes (Marsick & Watkins, 2003).  This affects the 

organizational climate, which is the employees’ perceptions of their organizational 

environment (Litwin & Stringer, 1986).  The organizational climate influences 

employees’ motivations (Litwin & Stringer, 1986).  A researcher would have to focus on 

all levels within the organization to identify an ideal organizational culture and climate in 

which professional development should take place (Shrivastava, 1983).  Knowles (1980), 

Verduin et al. (1977), and Ellis and Bernhardt (1989) all outline factors that are 

imperative to an organization’s climate.   

Because the organizational culture affects employee motivation and satisfaction, 

research regarding employee satisfaction should be conducted.  Satisfied employees are 

more willing to participate in professional development and openly participate in 

activities (Rennekamp & Nall, 1993).  Also, the time allocated for professional 

development should be researched.  Additional research could determine if the current 

time agricultural communicators receive for professional development is sufficient or not.  

The facilitator or instructor is also imperative to organizational learning, which should 
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also be a focus in future research (Knowles, 1980; Ellis & Bernhardt, 1989).  The content 

and how the instructor presents the content are important factors relative to the success of 

professional development; thus, should be an area to consider for future research 

(Knowles, 1980; Ellis & Bernhardt, 1989). 

Professional development is crucial for any profession, and this study is merely 

the tip of the iceberg.  Agricultural communicators perform diverse functions daily and it 

is imperative they receive the support and appropriate training to successfully perform 

their job.  Continuing to research this field of interest can only help the agricultural 

communicators, profession, and agricultural industry grow and succeed. 
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APPENDIX A 

RESEARCHER-CREATED QUESTIONNAIRE 
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APPENDIX B 

INFORMATION SHEET 

Agricultural Communicators’ Professional Development Needs  Information Sheet 

What is this project studying? 

As a respected member of the agricultural communications profession, your input is 

greatly appreciated to help identify the professional development needs of agricultural 

communicators. Your responses will mold the thesis study – “A Snapshot of Agricultural 

Communicators’ Professional Development Needs.”  

What would I do if I participated? 

Questions will include your opinion on professional development needs related to 

planning, management, skills and tasks; your perception of support for professional 

development; and demographic questions.  

Can I quit if I become uncomfortable? 

Dr. Courtney Meyers and the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board have 

reviewed the questions and think you can answer them comfortably. However, you may 

skip any question(s) you do not feel comfortable answering and you can also stop 

answering questions at any time.  Participating is your choice.   

How long will participation take? 

This questionnaire will take you approximately 15 minutes to complete. 

How are you protecting privacy? 

Your responses will be kept confidential and no personal information is asked.  

How will I benefit from participation? 

To thank you for your participation, there will be a drawing for a grand prize equivalent 

to $100 and four consolation prizes. At the end of the questionnaire, there is a detachable 

sheet asking for contact information. This will allow the researchers to contact you (you 

need not be present to win) if your name was drawn. Participation in the drawing is 

completely voluntary and you do not have to answer all questions on the questionnaire to 

be eligible to participate in the drawing.   

I have some questions about this study. Who can I ask? 

 If you have questions, please contact Dr. Courtney Meyers or Lisa Chesher at (806) 742-

2816, or by email at courtney.meyers@ttu.edu or lisa.chesher@ttu.edu.  

TTU also has a Board that protects the rights of people who participate in research. You 

can call to ask them questions at 806-742-2064. You can mail your questions to the 

Human Research Protection Program, Office of the Vice President for Research, Texas 

Tech University, Lubbock, Texas 79409, or you can email your questions to 

www.hrpp.ttu.edu. 

Thank you for your feedback! 
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APPENDIX C 

DETACHABLE DRAWING ENTRY SHEET 

Drawing Entry Form 

Please detach this form and submit separately from the questionnaire. You do not need to be 
present to win. You will be contacted via email and phone if your name is drawn. Your odds of 
winning the drawing are 1 out of 250. Researchers anticipate approximately 250 people 
participating in the study; this number was used when determining odds.  

Grand Prize – Wireless Noise-Canceling Headphones valued at $100 
Runners-up (4 winners) – 2 GB jump drive 

Name: ______________________________________________________ 

Email: ______________________________________________________ 

Phone: ______________________________________________________ 


