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ABSTRACT
More than three million people attend Wisconsin county fairs every year
attributing $150 million to the state economy (Wisconsin Association of Fairs, 2016).
County fairs, like many other tourist events have inherent risk for crisis. It is important
for county fairs to be prepared to manage the many crisis situations that can happen at
their events. To aid in proper crisis management, organizations need to implement a
crisis management plan. This study investigated Wisconsin county fairs’ crisis
preparation and management. This was done to create recommendations for better fair
crisis management practices. The recommendations are meant to aid Wisconsin and
other states’ county fairs prepare for crisis and continue to create a positive experience
and image of fairs and agriculture in the mind of the fair attendees.
A descriptive research design that collected multiple forms of data was used in the
study to investigate the research objectives. The qualitative method used in the study was
face-to-face and telephone interviews. The quantitative method used to collect data in the
study was the utilization of a crisis management plan evaluation tool. It was found in this
study that most Wisconsin county fairs have a crisis plan of some form they utilize during
fair events. The plans that the fairs have in place make an effort to follow the Mitroff’s
Five-Stage Model for Crisis Management. There is much work they have to do to create
an all-inclusive crisis management plan for the fairs to be better prepared for their most
challenging and common crisis they face of severe weather and lost children crises.
Although, further research is needed on this topic, this study has laid the groundwork for
improving the preparation and management of Wisconsin county fair crisis events.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
Background and Setting
The sound of cows mooing in the barns, the roar of thousands enjoying an
evening concert, the laughter of children as they go higher and higher on the Ferris
wheel, and not to mention the intoxicating smell of funnel cakes and corn dogs that fill
the air. This is the wonderful mixture of sights, sounds, and smells that creates an
unforgettable experience at agricultural county fairs. An agricultural county fair is a
competition for the best agricultural and domestic products of a county, region, or state
(International Association of Fairs and Expositions, n.d.). Fairs are an annual celebration
for the community to come together to share and to learn agriculture (International
Association of Fairs and Expositions, n.d.). Approximately 150 million people each year
seek out the county fair experience by attending the more than 3,200 agricultural fairs
that are held throughout the United States (McIntosh, 2007).
There is no record of the very first agricultural fair (International Association of
Fairs and Expositions, n.d.). However, there are centuries of historical linkage between
fairs and the eastern Mediterranean before the birth of Christ (International Association
of Fairs and Expositions, n.d.). Biblical Old and New Testaments references to fairs are
mixed with allusions to commerce, trade, the marketplace, festivals, religious feasts, and
holy days (International Association of Fairs and Expositions, n.d.). There is evidence
that the places where merchants would meet in between locations to trade were originally
called fairs (International Association of Fairs and Expositions, n.d.).
1
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The modern day agricultural fairs are seen as being established in 18th century
Western Europe (International Association of Fairs and Expositions, n.d.). Agricultural
fairs were then brought to the colonial docks of Boston and Halifax with the purpose to
serve and develop agriculture and animal husbandry in the colonies (International
Association of Fairs and Expositions, n.d.). In 1811, Elkanah Watson, a New England
patriot and farmer, earned the title, "Father of U.S. agricultural fairs"(International
Association of Fairs and Expositions, n.d.). Watson earned his title by organizing the
Berkshire Agricultural Society and creating the first United States Fair in Pittsfield,
Massachusetts (International Association of Fairs and Expositions, n.d.). With the help
of Watson, by 1819 most counties in New England and states in the union had organized
their own agricultural societies (International Association of Fairs and Expositions, n.d.).
The end of the 19th century brought an agriculture fair or exhibition to every state or
province in the United States (International Association of Fairs and Expositions, n.d.).
The first fairs remain at the heart of the agricultural fair in North America today
(International Association of Fairs and Expositions, n.d.). The primary focus of the early
modern day county fairs in the United States were to serve as a showcase of the talents of
the youth of the community (Marsden, 2010). It did this by providing a means of
education, exhibit, and competition of the various livestock and non-livestock projects
the youth are involved in (Marsden, 2010). This philosophy is still considered the
backbone of the modern day county fair.
As times have changed, so have county fairs. Today the county fair is viewed
more as an attempt to celebrate traditions of the golden age of American agriculture
instead of an opportunity to educate farmers of modern agricultural innovations
2
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(McIntosh, 2007). This change has come due to county fairs attempting to appeal to a
much larger audience of fairgoers who may never visit one of the many animal displays
or exhibitions (McIntosh, 2007). Today, the county fair holds exhibits of animals, plants,
arts and more (Vilas County Fair, n.d.). These different exhibits are brought and shown
at the fair by people who have worked on them all year to learn new skills or improve
existing skills (Vilas County Fair, n.d.). At fairs, exhibitors also get the opportunity to
share what they have learned with others (Vilas County Fair, n.d.). Counties will also use
their fair to highlight the heritage of the community and its ties to agriculture, industry,
and businesses that are the backbone of the community (Marsden, 2010). The pull of
participatory and direct experience and learning that fair participants get continues to
bring people to the county fair year after year (Marsden, 2010). Today the average
American is three to four generations removed from agriculture (Brandon, 2012). This
gap in experience also leaves a gap in agriculture knowledge. County fairs provide a
great resource for agriculture education and participation for the fair attendees that have
this gap in agriculture knowledge.
Wisconsin fairs.
The Midwest is the mecca for county fairs (Chicago Tribune, 2010). At the center
of this county fair mecca is the state of Wisconsin. Wisconsin is a state located in the
north-central United States in the Midwest region (Ferguson, n.d.). The state is bordered
by the U.S. states of Minnesota, Iowa, Illinois, and Michigan (Ferguson, n.d.). Wisconsin
is the 23rd largest state in the U.S. with 72 counties covering 65,507 square miles and a
state population of 5,778,708 (US Census, 2016).
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Wisconsin is a state built upon agriculture. The state has a long history leading
the nation in dairy production and products. In 1930, Wisconsin earned the title of
America’s Dairyland (Wisconsin Historical Society, n.d.). Today, Wisconsin ranks
number one in the nation for cheese production and second in the nation for dairy
production after California (Wisconsin Farm Bureau, n.d.). Even though Wisconsin is
known for its dairy production there are many different aspect of Wisconsin agriculture
that contribute to its $88.3 billion agriculture industry (Wisconsin Farm Bureau, n.d.).
For example, Wisconsin is leading the nation for production in corn for silage, snap peas
and carrots for processing, mink pelts, ginseng, cranberries, and dairy goats (Wisconsin
Farm Bureau, n.d.). The diversity and impact of Wisconsin agriculture not only aids in
its $88.3 billion agriculture industry it also provides 10 percent of the statewide
employment (Wisconsin Farm Bureau, n.d.). Agriculture is truly the lifeblood of
Wisconsin, and county fairs are a staple to the Wisconsin agricultural community as a
resource to educate the public.
The first county fair to be established in Wisconsin was the Waukesha County
Fair in 1842 (Waukesha County Fair, n.d.). Today there are 76 state aided district and
county fairs located in Wisconsin (Wisconsin Association of Fairs, 2016). These county
fairs are separated between four districts named District One, Two, Three, and Four
(Wisconsin Association of Fairs, 2016). In many counties, the county fair is their main
social event each year (Wisconsin Association of Fairs, 2016). Wisconsin county fairs
are also large tourist attraction for the state (Wisconsin Department of Tourism, n.d.). In
2015, more than three million people attended Wisconsin county fairs (Wisconsin
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Association of Fairs, 2016). Wisconsin county fairs annually attribute $150 million to
the state’s economy (Wisconsin Association of Fairs, 2016).
Crisis management.
County fairs and other large social events that promote tourism and public
participation have an inherent risk for crises to occur (Tarlow, 2002). A crisis can be
defined as the perception of an unpredictable event that threatens important expectancies
of stakeholders related to health, safety, environmental, and economic issues (Coombs,
2015). Crisis can seriously impact an organization’s performance and generate negative
outcomes (Coombs, 2015). If a crisis should occur at an event like a county fair, the
event and organization sponsoring it is often unable to rebound from the incident as
quickly as a traditional organization could since much of the attraction to the event is
based on the image it has (Tarlow, 2002). A poorly handled crisis can place a poor image
in the mind of a fair attendee and possibly prevent them from attending that county fair
and other county fairs in the future.
Since image is an important factor in the attendance and success of events such as
county fairs, it is extremely important for events and organizations to be prepared for a
crisis situation (Coombs, 2015). An organization can prepare for a crisis through crisis
management. Crisis management seeks to prevent or lessen the negative outcomes of a
crisis and thereby protect the organization, stakeholders, and industry from harm
(Coombs, 2015). There are four interrelated factors that consist of crisis management
planning: prevention, preparation, response, and revision (Coombs, 2015).
To aid in crisis management, an organization should create and implement a
Crisis Management Plan (CMP) or Crisis Communication Plan (Coombs, 2015). A CMP
5

Texas Tech University, Jenna Crayton, May 2017

is a communication document that does not list step-by-step how to handle crisis
situations. A CMP provides information on how and whom to contact and procedures for
certain policies to aid in the event of a crisis (Coombs, 2015). It also includes how to
document a crisis situation and contact information for those who can aid in a crisis
(Coombs, 2015). The CMP is meant to be user friendly and available to an
organization’s staff in the event of a crisis (Coombs, 2015). In reality, all organizations
should have a CMP because all organizations are at risk of crisis, no matter how careful
the organization is about its policies and operations (Coombs, 2015).
Examples of County Fair Related Crises
Throughout the history of county fairs in the United States there have been crises
that fairs have faced. One of the most well-known crises to occur at a fair in the past 10
years was the stage collapse at the Indiana State Fair (Botelho, 2014). This crisis
occurred in August of 2011(Botelho, 2014). The Indiana State Fair was hosting a concert
of the country group Sugarland on their grandstand stage (Botelho, 2014). When the
concert was about to start winds estimated to be 70 miles per hour rolled through the
grounds (Botelho, 2014). The high winds causing the grand stand stage to collapse and
fall on a large group of concert attendees (Botelho, 2014). The crisis caused seven
attendees to parish and many more injuries (Botelho, 2014).
Another example of a crisis at a fair was the riot during the 2011 Wisconsin State
Fair. The riot took place during the opening day of the state fair (Walker, Johnson, &
Schossow, 2011). At approximately 11:00 p.m. a large group of African American
youths started to attack Caucasian fair attendees as they left the fairgrounds (Walker,
Johnson, & Schossow, 2011). The individuals involved in the riot were kicking and
6
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punching bystanders as well as shaking and pound on vehicles (Walker, Johnson, &
Schossow, 2011). After, the riot was controlled more than 31 people were arrested for
their involvement in the riot (Walker, Johnson, & Schossow, 2011).
The carnival and midway are of fairs are filled with games, food, rides and fun.
These areas can also bring about crisis events. Such as at a Virginia County fair where
there was a ride malfunction (Marraco, 2016). As the ride ascended to the height of 40
feet a female passenger fell from the ride (Marraco, 2016). The passenger was then taken
to the hospital to treat her injuries that came from the crisis (Marraco, 2016).
Statement of the Problem
County fairs provide a great resource for agriculture education and participation
for fair attendees (International Association of Fairs and Expositions, n.d.). In the state of
Wisconsin, county fairs not only educate the three million attendees, but the fairs also
provide a state economic impact of $150 million (Wisconsin Association of Fairs, 2016).
With the vast amount of people the Wisconsin county fair industry effects, it is important
that the county fairs and their staff are prepared for potential crises. This study sought to
evaluate the crisis management plans and preparations of county fairs in the State of
Wisconsin. This will be conducted to aid Wisconsin county fairs in its preparation of
potential risk and crises that could occur during the fair events.
Purpose of the Study and Objectives
The purpose of this descriptive study was to conduct an analysis of the crisis
preparation and the crisis management plans of Wisconsin county fairs. Proper crisis
preparation and management helps county fairs to maintain a positive image in the eyes
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of the Wisconsin fair attendees. This study was guided by the following research
objectives:
1. Evaluate the crisis management plans of Wisconsin county fairs’ according to
the CrisComScore Crisis Communication Scorecard.
2. Evaluate the differences and similarities of Wisconsin county fairs
implementation of crisis communication plans during a crisis.
3. Evaluate the similarities and differences between crisis events that have
occurred at Wisconsin county fairs.
Definition of Terms
The following list of definitions is used for the purpose of the study.
County Fair: An annual celebration for a community to come together to share
and to learn about agriculture through competitions for the best agricultural and domestic
products of a county, region, or state (International Association of Fairs And Expositions,
n.d.).
Image: The general impression that a person, organization, or product presents to
the public (Oxford University Press, 2017).
Crisis: The perception of an unpredictable event that threatens important
expectancies of stakeholders related to health, safety, environmental, and economic
issues (Coombs, 2015).
Crisis Preparation: The activities undertaken and processes developed by an
organization to enable it to prevent, contain, and recover from crises (Kovoor-Misra,
Mitroff, & Zammuto, 2000).
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Crisis Management: Seeks to prevent or lessen the negative outcomes of a crisis
and thereby protect the organization, stakeholders, and industry from harm (Coombs,
2015).
Crisis Management Plan (CMP): A communication document that does not list
step-by-step how to handle crisis situations, but rather provides information on who to
contact and procedures for certain policies to aid in the event of a crisis (Coombs, 2015).
Limitations
One limitation this study faced was the ability to contact the sample. The contact
information utilized in the study was taken from the Wisconsin county fair representative
contacts list located on the Wisconsin Association of Fairs webpage. If the contact list
had not been updated recently or if the county fair representative information had
changed, the proper fair contacts may have not received the email correspondence asking
for their participation in the study. This unknown lack of contact information could have
led to a lower response rate from the sample.
Another limitation to this study was that the Wisconsin county fair industry is a
very close group. Each of the 76 state funded county fairs is a member of the Wisconsin
Association of Fairs organization and attends an annual conference in January. At this
conference they discuss each other’s fairs and how to improve the fair industry. Within
these discussions past crisis situation could have been discussed. Many of the interview
questions required the participants to explain past crisis situations from their fair. If the
fair executive board members discussed past crisis with other county fair board members
from different counties, the animosity of the study participants could be threatened. This
would be caused if a reader remembers a crisis situation that was utilized in the study.
9
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This study was also limited by the location of the researcher to the participants.
During the data collection phase the researcher was only able to conduct four in-person
interviews. Due to feasibility of travel, the remaining interviews were conduct over the
telephone. Even though in-person interviews would be the ideal method of collection,
telephone interviews were the most practical option for this study.
As stated above, many of the interviews conducted were via telephone. This was
a limitation to the study because at times phone signal and connection could be an issue
while conducting the interview. Questions and answers could be misunderstood and data
could be affected by the misunderstanding.
This study was also limited by the availability of data related to the fair’s crisis
situations and crisis management. The participants utilized in this study were county fair
board members, and fair managers. These participants could only answer the questions
based on their past experiences and memory of events. If they were new to the position
or had never formally documented past crisis situations, the data possibly were not fully
described or was omitted by the participating county fairs.
Another limitation of the study was the response rate of the sample. The
researcher aimed for a sample size of 20 county fairs or approximately 25 percent of the
fairs. This sample size was selected to aid in the collection of rich detailed data from a
variety of different fairs. The response rate was lower than the goal sample producing a
final sample of (N = 9). The lower response rate is a limitation because it did not allow
the researcher as broad of a view of crisis management at Wisconsin county fairs as the
researcher aimed to collect.

10
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This study was also limited by the willingness of potential participants to discuss
their fairs’ past crisis situations and their management of past crisis. Overall, the study
participants were very willing to discuss their fairs’ past crisis situations and allowed the
researcher to evaluate their crisis management plan. There was one fair that would only
allow the researcher to review their crisis management plan for 15 minutes to ensure their
plans were not shared with other groups. This request was respected, but it did not allow
the researcher to properly assess the tool, and therefore could not be compared to the
other participants’ plans. There was also the possibility that the participants may have
only shared certain crisis situations with during the interview to ensure if they were
discovered as a participant others would not know how they potentially wrongfully
managed a crisis. The researcher had to trust the participants were discussing all crisis
situations and allow for rich data.
Assumptions
This study operated under a few assumptions. The first assumption was that the
participants would fully participate in the interview process on their own free will.
During the interviews, the participants would be truthful and answer the questions that
were asked of them. During the interviews the participants would also provide examples
and discuss their fairs experience with crisis management.
Another, assumption was that each Wisconsin county fair in the sample had a
crisis management plan. The crisis management plans from the participating fairs were
to be evaluated against an evaluation tool. The evaluation of the plans would aid in
discovering if Wisconsin county fairs are prepared for crises by utilizing a properly
created crisis management plan.
11
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It was also assumed that the participants in the study were in positions that could
provide accurate and rich data to be utilized in the study. Accurate and rich data would
allow the researcher to compare the crisis preparations of Wisconsin county fairs and
provide recommendations based on the study findings.
Finally, the study assumed that the researcher would interact with the participants
as the semi-structured interviews were conducted with the participants. This allowed the
researcher to ask follow-up questions for clarity and deeper understanding of the crisis.
Also during the interview process the researcher would not use previous knowledge of
crisis communication, crisis management, and past county fair experiences to develop
preconceived idea of the fair’s crisis management practices.
Significance of the Study
This study sought to aid the Wisconsin county fair industry to better their crisis
preparation and management practices. Crisis is inevitable in organizations such as
county fairs (Coombs, 2015). It is the management practices that an organization follows
that can define the effectiveness and safety an organization provides the public (Tarlow,
2006).
Wisconsin is home to 76 state aided county and district county fairs (Wisconsin
Association of Fairs, 2016). These fairs host more than three million fair goers every
year (Wisconsin Association of Fairs, 2016). In a world where the average U.S.
consumer is three to four generations removed from agriculture, a county fair could be
the only opportunity to see agriculture in practice and up close. It is imperative that the
agricultural industry use this opportunity to educate the public on agriculture to aid in
consumer and producer relations.
12

Texas Tech University, Jenna Crayton, May 2017

One of the worst things to happen for agriculture-related county fairs is for a crisis
event to ruin the image attendees have of the fair (Tarlow, 2002). This could not only
taint the image of county fairs for the attendees but also the image of agriculture if their
only exposure to agriculture is at a county fair. If a crisis situation is properly managed,
the fair attendees could continue to have a positive image or even create a new positive
image of county fairs.
Overall, this study aimed to evaluate the Wisconsin county fair industry is
properly managing crisis. This evaluation can aid in positive images of county fairs,
agriculture, and producers that is desperately needed.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Introduction
The purpose of this study was to evaluate the crisis management practices and
plans of Wisconsin county fairs to better their crisis management practices. A review of
literature was conducted to aid in answering the research objectives of this study:
1.

Evaluate the crisis management plans of Wisconsin county fairs according to
the CrisComScore Crisis Communication Scorecard.

2. Evaluate the differences and similarities of Wisconsin county fairs
implementation of their crisis communication plans during a crisis.
3. Evaluate the similarities and differences between crisis events that have
occurred at Wisconsin county fairs.
In developing, this study it was also important to understand key components of
this study including crises, crisis management, and potential crisis that can happen at
county fairs, which are explained in detail in this chapter. Also, crisis communication
models and theories were described in the literature to create the conceptual framework
for the study.
Crisis
A general definition of crisis is some breakdown in a system that creates shared
stress (Coombs, 2015). When looking at crisis from an organizational standpoint, it is
defined as “the perception of an unpredictable event that threatens important expectancies
of stakeholders related to health, safety, environment and economic issues, and can
seriously impact an organization’s performance and generate negative outcomes
14
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(Coombs, 2015 pg.3). Overall, crisis is a disruption that physically affects an entire
system while threating the system’s basic assumptions, subjective sense of self, and
existential core (Ritchie, 2004).
A crisis can have a large impact on an organization. It can affect not only the
organization physically, but also the perception that stakeholders have of the organization
as a whole (Ritchie, 2004). In an organization is it important to remember that crisis is
unpredictable but should not be unexpected (Coombs, 2015). According to Parsons
(1996), there are three types of crises that can occur. There are immediate crises, where
little or no warning exists so organizations are unable to research the problem or prepare
a plan before the crisis happens (Parsons, 1996). Then there are emerging crises which
are slower in developing and may be able to be stopped or limited based upon the
organizational action (Parsons, 1996). The last type of crises are sustained crises this
type of crisis may last for weeks, months or even years (Parsons, 1996).
There are multiple categories of crisis situations that can occur with in immediate,
emerging, and sustained crisis. Coombs (2015) listed nine different categories of crisis
that organizations should try to prepare for (Table 2.1).
Coombs (2015) listed these categories as natural disasters, malevolence, technical
breakdowns, human breakdowns, challenges, mega damage, organizational misdeeds,
workplace violence, and rumors (Seeger, Sellnow, & Ulmer, 2003). These categories
vary from being caused by internal organizational factors and external organization
factors (Seeger, Sellnow, & Ulmer, 2003). Clustering the crisis categories in this way
can help organizations make decisions during the crisis management (Seeger, Sellnow, &
Ulmer, 2003).
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Table 2.1. Coombs Internal and External Crisis Categories
Internal Crisis

External Crisis

Technical Breakdown Crisis

Natural Disasters Crisis

Human Breakdown Crisis

Malevolence Crisis

Organizational Misdeed Crisis

Challenges Crisis

Work Place Violence Crisis

Mega-damage Crisis

Internal Rumors

External Rumors

Internal and external crises can be difficult to manage for an organization (Seeger,
Sellnow, & Ulmer, 2003). An internal crisis allows an organization to excerpt more
control over the crisis, but most of the time an internal crisis was caused by the
organization (Seeger, Sellnow, & Ulmer, 2003). This type of crisis could cause greater
damage of image since it was caused by the organization itself (Seeger, Sellnow, &
Ulmer, 2003). Then when it comes to external crises these are events occurring outside
of the organizations control and creates less organizational responsibility for the crisis
(Seeger, Sellnow, & Ulmer, 2003). It also is viewed as less damaging to the
organization’s image since the crisis was out of the control of the organization, but it can
be devastating and damaging to an organization depending on the severity of the crisis
(Seeger, Sellnow, & Ulmer, 2003).
Internal Crisis Categories
Technical breakdown crises are caused when the technology utilized or supplied
by the organization fails and causes an industrial accident (Coombs, 2015). When
technology utilized by the organization fails as a result of a defect, faulty equipment, or
16
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potential harmful product it is also considered a technical breakdown crisis (Coombs,
2015). This type of crisis is considered an internal crisis since it would be caused by the
organization itself and not an outside party (Seeger, Sellnow, & Ulmer, 2003). This
means that the organization has to take responsibility for the crisis and put even more
effort into recovery and restoring a positive image from stakeholders (Ritchie, 2004). An
example, of a technical breakdown is when an automobile factory employee sustains
injury when a vehicle falls on them due to a faulty machine holding the car above them as
they worked.
Human breakdown crises are caused by human error causing an accident or
human error causing a defect or potentially harmful product (Coombs, 2015). Human
breakdown crises are caused by employees creating an error large enough to cause a large
incident that could threaten the organization and safety of others. By understanding
human error, responsible parties can plan for a likely error scenario, and implement
barriers to prevent or mitigate the occurrence of potential errors (NOPSEMA, 2017).
Human error can be caused by multiple different reasons. One example is error
caused by a skill-based error (NOPSEMA, 2017). This is when the worker has done the
task many times successfully but lost concentration and had a memory lapse where they
accidentally missed a step in a process which caused the crisis (NOPSEMA, 2017).
Another source of human error can come from mistakes. Mistakes are failures of
planning, where a plan is expected to achieve the desired outcome (NOPSEMA, 2017).
People with less knowledge and experience may be more likely to experience mistakes
(NOPSEMA, 2017).
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Another crisis category an organization can face that is caused by internal factors
is organizational misdeeds (Seeger, Sellnow & Ulmer, 2003). According to Coombs
(2015), organizational misdeeds occur when management in an organization takes actions
it knows may place stakeholders at risk or knowingly violate the law. This category of
crisis is extremely dangerous to the image and reputation of an organization, because the
crisis not only was caused by the organization but it was done knowingly. If a crisis
caused harm to others because of the decisions made, an organization could get in legal
trouble as well as be held responsible for all damages caused (Coombs, 2015). An
example is when an organization cuts corners to build a building in their budget but it is
not built to code. The organization knows their structure is not built to code and could
possibly cause harm. The organization decided to take that chance and the crisis that
would happen because of it would be an organizational misdeed.
Workplace violence is when an employee or former employee commits violence
against other employees on the organization’s property (Coombs, 2015). This crisis can
either be small and solved easily or can turn into a large issue. Crises involving
employees are considered an internal crisis if the organization could have managed this
crisis with little damage to the outside stakeholder (Seeger, Sellnow, & Ulmer, 2003).
External Crisis Categories
The first external category of crisis that Coombs (2015) listed is natural disasters.
Natural disasters are considered to be external crises since they are caused by forces
outside of the organization’s control (Ritchie, 2004). Floods, hurricanes, tornadoes,
extreme wind, extreme heat, tsunamis, and other such conditions are all considered
natural disasters.
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Natural disasters can be extremely devastating to different tourist events such as
county fairs (Ritchie, 2004). Natural disasters not only bring in an unexpected challenge
to fairs in the means of shelter and evacuation, but they can also cause unforeseen
problems that could potentially cause great harm to the attendees. It is important for
organizations to prepare for natural disaster to the best of their abilities let it be creating
areas for shelter during a disaster or creating evacuation plans for attendee safety and
efficient exit of the grounds before a natural disaster strikes.
Malevolence is another external crisis category from Coombs (2015). A crisis
caused by malevolence is when opponents or others from outside the organization use
criminal means or other extreme tactics for the purpose of expressing hostility or anger
towards an organization (Coombs, 2015). This is caused to seek some sort of gain from a
company, country, or economic system, perhaps with the aim of destabilizing or
destroying it (Seeger, Sellnow & Ulmer, 2003). Examples of malevolence can be product
tampering, kidnapping, terrorism, or computer hacking (Coombs, 2015).
Challenges are the category of crisis where an organization is confronted by
discontented stakeholders with claims that it is operating in an inappropriate manner
(Coombs, 2015). This is another external crisis because it is caused by others outside of
the organization bringing the crisis to the organization through complaints and comments
(Seeger, Sellnow, & Ulmer, 2003). An example of crises that fall under challenges are
protests and riots since they are representations of outside stakeholders informing the
organization it is not acting correctly in their opinion (Coombs, 2015).
Another crisis category that stems from external factors is mega damage crisis
(Seeger, Sellnow, & Ulmer, 2003). Mega damage crises are those that cause a great
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amount of damage to a large area, people, or system (Seeger, Sellnow, & Ulmer, 2003).
It can be hard to sustain original organization function during a mega crisis. An example
of a mega damage crisis is an oil spill (Seeger, Sellnow, & Ulmer, 2003).
The last crisis category can be either internal or externally based (Seeger,
Sellnow, & Ulmer, 2003). The crisis category is rumors. Rumors are when false or
misleading information is purposefully circulated about an organization or its products in
order to harm the organization (Coombs, 2015). Rumors have the ability to be spread
either by internal or external stakeholders. It depends on the source of the rumor and the
category of the rumor to find where it stems from. An internal rumor could be one that an
employee spreads about the way the products are produced to effect the organization
sales. An external rumor is one that an external stakeholder created about the product to
effect the organizations image.
Crisis Categories at Wisconsin County Fairs
Wisconsin county fairs are a large aspect of Wisconsin tourism. Each county fair
is its own organization with its own risk for crisis. To help make sure that crises can be
managed, it is imperative to understand the types of crises the county fairs can endure.
To examine the different crisis situations county fairs can face during their time in
operation, Coombs’ (2015) nine different categories of crisis will be utilized to explore
the potential crises at county fairs. It is important to know that an organization such as a
county fair cannot prepare for every type of crisis, but it can prepare for crises to the best
of its ability (Coombs, 2015).
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Natural Disasters
In Wisconsin, county fair season runs from the months of June until early
September with its peak season running from July to August (Wisconsin Association of
Fairs, 2016). This time of year typically brings sunshine and warm temperatures. Along
with warm temperatures comes the possibility of natural disasters in the form of severe
weather. Severe weather can be defined as dangerous weather phenomena that threaten
life and property and can include tornadoes, lightning, hail, flash flooding, and
downbursts (North Carolina State University, 2012). Wisconsin weather in the months of
June to September has the highest possibility of the entire year for high winds, tornadoes,
thunderstorms, hail, floods, and extreme heat (US Department of Commerce, 2015).
Severe weather can create significant abrupt changes in the organizational
environment of fairs and could pose a major threat to the fair’s survival (Linnenluecke,
Grifﬁths, & Winn, 2011). The impacts of severe weather can lead to large-scale disasters
if organizations across sectors and related communities incur physical damage, losses
and/or disruption of their routine functioning and are unable to cope with the event
effectively (Linnenluecke, Grifﬁths, & Winn, 2011). County fairs need to take great
caution when dealing with severe weather related crisis let that be evacuation or weather
shelter plans.
An example of a natural disaster at an agricultural fair is the stage collapse at the
2011 Indiana State Fair. The crisis occurred August 13, 2011 when a strong storm with
winds estimated to be 60 to 70 miles per hour blew through the fairgrounds just before
the country singing act Sugarland was set to perform (Botelho, 2014). At one point
during the wind storm, authorities went on stage to advise the crowd attendees to seek
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shelter from the storm (Botelho, 2014). Four minutes after the announcement, the high
winds caused speakers and metal scaffolding from the stage to fall into the crowd of
people seated in front of the stage. In total, seven attendees died from the stage collapse
and many more were injured (Botelho, 2014). Two investigative reports released in the
spring of 2012 found that the scaffolding was not up to standards and the Indiana State
Fair Commission did not have adequate emergency planning in place for a crisis such as
this (Botelho, 2014). At the time, then Indiana Governor Mitch Daniels promised to
implement the reports' recommendations even as he insisted his state fair was not much
different from many others (Botelho, 2014). Former Governor Daniels also stated that
most other state fairs have similar deficiencies as the Indiana State Fair and can learn
from their misfortunes (Botelho, 2014).
Challenges
County fairs also face crises that fall under the category of challenges. County
fairs are meant to be agricultural-based educational and interactive experiences for the
fair participants (International Association of Fairs And Expositions, n.d.). Unlike years
ago, today’s county fair and county fair participants need to be aware of animal rights
groups, such as People for Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA), attending the fair
events and advocating their beliefs.
According to PETA, the state- and county-fair circuits are events with exploitative
animal displays (PETA, 2016). PETA also states that animals suffer tremendously when
they are carted from town to town and forced to perform living in an almost constant state
of discomfort, frustration, depression, and anxiety (PETA, 2016). The organizations also
gave a call to action to fairgoers. It stated if a fair attendee sees cruelty to animals at any
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state or county fair they should take action and files a cruelty-to-animals complaint or ask
the local animal control agency to check on an animal (PETA, 2016). Organizations such
as PETA can cause great crisis at county fair events if the fair is not prepared for their
display.
Malevolence
Malevolent crises can be found at county fairs in multiple ways due to crime that
can ensue at county fairs. A crime is a violation of a law in which there is injury to the
public or a member of the public with a term in jail or prison, and/or a fine as possible
penalty (Burton’s Legal Thesaurus, 2005). Crime at events such as county fairs can be
theft, underage drinking, assault, and riots. Fairs that have preparations in place for crime
of any kind will have an upper hand if crime were to take place during the fair event.
An example of crime taking place at a fair event was at the 2011 Wisconsin State
Fair. Opening day of the fair at 7:00 p.m. fights broke out among African American
youths at the fair midway area but were promptly stopped (Walker, Johnson, &
Schossow, 2011). Later, around the closing time at 11:00 p.m., a large group of African
American youths started to attack Caucasians as they left the fairgrounds punching and
kicking people and shaking and pounding on their vehicles (Walker, Johnson, &
Schossow, 2011). When the riot was over, at least 31 people were arrested mostly for
disorderly conduct, because of their acts in connection with the incidents on the
fairgrounds and on the streets outside (Walker, Johnson, & Schossow, 2011). The riot
caused Rick Frenette, CEO of the Wisconsin State Fair, to immediately implement a
policy in which no youths under 18 years of age would be allowed onto the grounds after
5:00 p.m. without a parent or guardian at least 21 years old (Walker, Johnson, &
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Schossow, 2011). Also, Wisconsin Governor Scott Walker allowed extra state patrol
officers as security aid for the fair event (Walker, Johnson, & Schossow, 2011).
Technological Breakdowns
Fairs also can have crises classified as technological breakdowns. This type of
crisis can come in the form of power outages, such as at the 2015 Erie County Fair in
New York. Vendors and organizers at the Erie County fair had to recover from power
outages that left some of the barns with no power after the overnight storms (TWC News
Staff, 2015). A few tents had the same issue, but maintenance crews were able to get
everything back to normal in time for opening of the fair and no permanent damage was
done (TWC News Staff, 2015).
Another example of a technological breakdown crisis at fairs includes a carnival
rides breakdown crisis at the Fredrick County Fair in Virginia on July 24, 2016. A 47year old woman fell from a carnival ride called the Super Shot causing major injury
(Marraco, 2016). The ride was descending and the passengers were approximately 40
feet from the ground when the female fell from the ride as her seat latch accidentally
unlatched. The fair attendee was taken to the hospital and the rides were then examined
to find the reason for the malfunction (Marraco, 2016). The fair made no formal
statement during the incident only the carnival company that owned the ride since the fair
and the carnival were operated by different entities.
Human Breakdowns
Human breakdowns or error is a common fair crisis with the food service vendors.
One of the biggest draws to fairs are the many different types of foods and drinks
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available (Center for Disease Control, 2016). When attendees go to get their favorite fair
treat, they are very rarely thinking of the possible crises that can be caused by fair food.
Most of the food available at fairs is provided by outside vendor. Sometimes the
usual safety controls that a kitchen provides, like monitoring of food temperatures,
refrigeration, workers trained in food safety and washing facilities may not be available
when cooking and dining at fairs and festivals (Center for Disease Control, 2016). In
addition, the chances for food borne illnesses, such as E. coli, increase over the summer
due to heat (Center for Disease Control, 2016). It is important for food vendors to
remember that food safety practices should be the same at fairs as they are at restaurants
and at home (Center for Disease Control, 2016). If these steps are not followed a food
borne illness can become a very real crisis for a county fair. The Centers for Disease
Control and Detection (2016) suggests that someone trained in food safety aid in fair
planning for food borne illnesses.
Another common human breakdown crisis at county fairs is the handling of
livestock. Livestock are a staple for every county fair (International Association of Fairs
and Expositions, n.d.) providing a great learning experience for the fair participants, but
they also come with their share of risk. Much of the risk livestock bring are due to
human error, more specifically, skill-based error (NOPSEMA, 2017). Livestock brought
to county fairs are often learning projects for the youth as 4-H or FFA members within
the county (International Association of Fairs and Expositions, n.d.). If these youths do
not train their livestock properly prior to the fair event or do not have the physical
capacity to manage the animal, the animal may not respond appropriately to their owner
and escape their control on the fairgrounds potentially injuring other fair attendees.
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Ethical behavior by fair exhibitors is another example of human error. Livestock
showing allows youth to learn responsibility, caring for another living being, making
good decisions, managing money, and keeping records (Wahlberg, 1997). The county
fair is a great medium for youth to illustrate their learning and how hard they work during
the year on their fair project (Wisconsin Association of Fairs, 2016). Unfortunately,
youth get caught up in the “winning” and lose track of the real value of a 4-H and FFA
livestock project finding them in an ethical conundrum in an effort to win a livestock
competition (Boone, et al., 2011).
Ethics can be defined as the study of standards of conduct and moral judgment
(Boone, et al., 2011). Boone, et al. (2011), found that some youth have lacked this trait in
livestock shows as they have been caught raising livestock with the use of illegal drugs or
abusing their animals to make weight requirements for the show. Some of these
individuals were arrested, trialed, and served jail sentences over these incidents. To
combat this issue, the International Association of Fairs and Expositions has created a
Code of Ethic for livestock participant to follow (Boone, et al., 2011).
Crisis Management
Crisis management is the acts that organizations take to prevent or lessen the
negative outcomes of a crisis which protects the organization, stakeholders, and industry
from harm (Coombs, 2015). Communication is instrumental in solving specific problems
and gratifying specific needs (Sellnow & Seeger, 2013). In times of crisis, the
fundamental need of an organization is accurate and timely information about how to
respond, what to do, where to go, and what actions to take (Sellnow & Seeger, 2013).
The crisis management process helps these needs to be met effectively during a crisis
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(Sellnow & Seeger, 2013), and can meet these needs because it is built upon four
interrelated stages which are prevention, preparation, response, and revision.
Prevention
Prevention, or mitigation, represents all the steps an organization takes to avoid a
crisis (Coombs, 2015). In this stage, a crisis manger can see warning signs of potential
risks/hazards and acts to eliminate the potential risk or hazard through events occurring in
the organization (Coombs, 2015). A county fair-related example would be if a fair
manager sees that a hazardous weather event (e.g. tornado) is coming and they decide to
close the fair to ensure public safety.
Preparation
The preparation stage holds one of the most important aspects of crisis
management which is the creation of a crisis management plan (CMP) (Coombs, 2015).
A CMP is a communication document that does not lists step by step how to handle crisis
situations but rather provides information on whom to contact and procedures for certain
policies to aid in the event of a crisis. It also includes how to document a crisis situation
and, contact information for those who can aid in a crisis. Along with the development of
a crisis management plan, the preparation phase also includes finding and training a
qualified crisis management team and diagnosing crisis vulnerabilities to best ensure the
organization is prepared to handle a crisis situation (Coombs, 2015). Coombs (2015)
contends that every organization should have a crisis management plan. This is because
during a crisis every second counts and the ability to have a plan in place to aid in a crisis
can help save precious time needed when handling a crisis (Coombs, 2015).
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Response
Response refers to the application of the preparation plans (Coombs, 2015). This
stage should be practiced to prepare for an actual crisis event (Coombs, 2015). When the
response is used in a crisis event, it can be quite scrutinized by the public through media
(Coombs, 2015). It is important to practice this stage so the management team members
are knowledgeable and prepared to implement the plan effectively (Coombs, 2015).
Revision
The last stage in crisis management is revision. This stage is focused on
evaluating the crisis management during an organizational crisis (Coombs, 2015). From
that evaluation, the crisis planning materials are edited and revised to fit the needs of the
organization in case of a similar crisis in the future (Coombs, 2015). This phase is
important to ensure the organization is learning from the past to aid in their future
decisions and tactics.
Conceptual Framework
There are multiple theories, frameworks and models that have relevance to this
study. When considered together, they provided a conceptual framework for this study.
Mitroff’s 5-stage Model for Crisis Management
One perspective of crisis management is the life cycle process. This process
focuses on the idea that crisis management is an ongoing process (Coombs, 2015). It is
not just creating a management plan and executing it during a crisis. The life cycle
process has many models that aid in creating frameworks for organizing crisis
management practices to create unified crisis management guidelines (Coombs, 2015).
Coombs (2015) stated, Mitroff’s five-stage Model for Crisis Management divides crisis
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management into five different stages: signal detection, probing and prevention, damage
containment, recovery, and learning (Figure 1).

Figure 1: Adapted from Mitroff’s Five-stage Model for Crisis Management
The first stage in the model is signal detection. Before a crisis occurs, it sends off
repetitive and persistent warning signals that it will occur (Mitroff, 1988). It is the job of
the crisis manager in an organization during this first phase of signal detection to be
aware of the signals the crisis is sending (Mitroff, 1988). Once the manager or other
organizational member is aware of the new crisis the organization can take the proper
measures to prevent the crisis (Coombs, 2015).
The second stage in the Mitroff model is probing and prevention. In this phase
the crisis team members work together to find known crisis factors that face an
organization. The members of the crisis management team work together to reduce their
potential for harm from the crisis (Coombs, 2015). This is done by creating plans for
potential crisis as well as taking precautionary measures to ensure crisis will not occur.
Prevention cannot take place without proper signal detection (Mitroff, 1988). While
creating the materials for proper crisis prevention, it is important to remember that any
guidelines need to be tested to ensure reliability in the time of a real crisis (Mitroff,
1988).
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Stage three includes damage containment when there is no way to avoid and
prevent a crisis (Mitroff, 1988). In this phase, the crisis has been initiated and the crisis
management team should work diligently to contain the crisis (Coombs, 2015).
Limitation procedures are the key to this phase (Mitroff, 1988). Through the limitation
procedures the team hopes to contain the crisis from the uncontaminated parts of the
organization and the environment (Coombs, 2015).
Mitroff’s fourth stage is recovery. The recovery stage happens after a crisis has
concluded and focuses on an organization’s members working together to establish
normalcy in the organization after a crisis (Coombs, 2015). It is very important to have a
tested plan in place for organizational recovery (Mitroff, 1988). Mitroff (1988) stated, if
a tested plan is not in place, then the organization will have to patch things up in the
moment and critical aspects to proper recovery may be missed.
The final stage is the learning stage. In this stage, organizational members
evaluate the crisis and its crisis management and make note of its efforts (Coombs, 2015).
This creates more crisis management memory for the organization so that the information
can be better utilized in the next crisis (Mitroff, 1988). An interesting aspect of this
model is that it is a cyclical model (Coombs, 2015). This means when stage five is
complete it signals the beginning of the model to start again. Since the members are
using what they learned to make notes for the next crisis, their new information turns into
signals. This then starts the whole process over again to ensure continued crisis
management of the organization.
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Framing Theory
Framing theory states that the way a situation is explained, or framed, has direct
impact on how the audience perceives it (Sellnow & Seeger, 2013). Kaufman, Elliott,
and Shmueli (2013) stated frames are cognitive shortcuts that people use to help make
sense of complex information aiding in the interpretation of the world around them and
how they represent that world to others. Frames also help people organize complex
phenomena into coherent, understandable categories for future use. Framing can also be
useful for rationalizing self-interest, convincing a broader audience, building coalitions,
or lending preferentiality to specific outcomes (Kaufman, Elliott, & Shmueli, 2013).
In general, frames are concerned about salience or emphasis and operate on two
related levels: frames in communication and frames in thought (Coombs, 2007). Frames
in communication involve the way that information is presented in a message (Coombs,
2007). Frames in thought involve the cognitive structures people use when interpreting
information (Coombs, 2007). The way a message is framed shapes how people define
problems, causes of problems, attributions of responsibility and solutions to problems
(Coombs, 2007).
Crisis types are a form of frame (Coombs, 2007). A crisis manager tries to
establish or shape the crisis frame by emphasizing certain cues (Coombs, 2007). The
cues include whether or not some external agent or force caused the crisis, whether the
crisis was a result of accidental or intentional actions by members of the organization,
and whether the cause of the crisis was technical or human error (Coombs, 2007). It does
matter if stakeholders view the event as an accident, sabotage or criminal negligence
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(Coombs, 2007). The crisis types or frame determines how much stakeholders attribute
responsibility for the crisis to the organization (Coombs, 2007).
In a crisis, organizations tend to attempt to frame their organization in a positive
light (Sellnow & Seeger, 2013) making it a form of publicity for an organization.
Sellnow and Seeger (2003) stated that it is imperative for organizations to use framing
theory during a crisis. This is because it allows organizations to prime their audience
with specific information that they want to give them and leave out the rest (Sellnow &
Seeger, 2013). This allows the organization to frame the crisis in a way that they want
the audience to see it and that benefits their organizational goal.
The framing theory was utilized in this study by evaluating how county fairs
frame their crisis management efforts to their audiences. This framing may be in the
form of artifacts that they use such as weather safe shelter signs, prepared crisis
announcements, or even their staff utilization during a crisis. The way that county fairs
frame a crisis event and their management practices can have a direct impact on the
perception the audience has of county fairs. If the audience has poor experience with
crisis management at a county fair, they can believe that county fairs are unsafe and will
not attend the fair again. If too many attendees have this belief of county fairs from the
framing the fair creates of crisis, the whole fair industry could suffer from lower
attendance numbers.
Situational Crisis Communication Theory
The Situational Crisis Communication Theory (SCCT) was developed by Coombs
(Ulmer, Sellnow, & Seeger, 2015). This theory provides an evidence-based framework
for understanding how to enhance the reputational protection of an organization through
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post crisis communication (Coombs, 2007). A reputation is an evaluation stakeholders
make about how well an organization is meeting stakeholder expectations based on its
past behaviors (Coombs, 2007). Having a positive reputation can attract customers,
generate investment interest, improve financial performance, attract top-employee talent,
and increase the return on assets (Coombs, 2007).
An organizations reputation develops through the information stakeholders
receive about the organization through interactions with an organization, mediated
reports about an organization, and secondhand information from other people (Coombs,
2007). From these categories it has been found that most of the information stakeholders
receive about organizations is derived from the news media (Coombs, 2007). This is why
media coverage is an important feature of reputation management (Coombs, 2007).
Crises in organizations threaten to damage reputations because a crisis gives people
reasons to think badly of the organization (Coombs, 2007). During a crisis, stakeholders
may even sever ties to the organization and /or spread negative word of mouth about the
organization (Coombs, 2007).
Proper crisis management helps to aid in organizational reputational management
during a crisis. The SCCT provides a set of guidelines for how crisis managers can use
crisis response strategies to protect their organization’s reputation after a crisis (Coombs,
2007). These guidelines are created by looking at the reputational threat levels posed by
the crisis (Ulmer, Sellnow, & Seeger, 2015).
Utilizing the categories of crisis defined by Coombs (2015) crisis categories can
be split into three crisis clusters (Ulmer, Sellnow, & Seeger, 2015). These clusters are
victim crisis cluster where the organization is also a victim of the crisis; accidental crisis
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cluster, the organizational actions leading to the crisis were unintentional; and
preventable crisis cluster, the organization knowingly placed people at risk, took
inappropriate actions or violated a law/regulation (Coombs, 2007).
The crisis categories under the victim crises cluster are natural disaster, rumors,
workplace violence, and malevolence and the organization has a weak attribution of crisis
responsibility and a mild reputational threat (Ulmer, Sellnow, & Seeger, 2015).
Accidental crises include the crisis categories of challenges, and technical error the
organization has minimal attributions of crisis responsibility and moderate reputational
threat (Ulmer, Sellnow, & Seeger, 2015). Then preventable crises cluster includes human
error, and organizational misdeeds (Ulmer, Sellnow, & Seeger, 2015). This cluster also
has strong attributions of crisis responsibility and there are severe reputational threats
(Coombs, 2007).
SCCT posits that by understanding the crisis situation, the organization can
determine which crisis response strategy or strategies will maximize reputational
protection (Coombs, 2007). Crisis response strategies are used to repair the reputation, to
reduce negative affect and to prevent negative behavioral intentions (Coombs, 2007).
Coombs (2007) crisis communication strategies are divided into two different groups the
primary and secondary response strategies (Coombs, 2007).
The primary response strategies are divided into three groups based upon the
organizations acceptance of responsibility for the crisis (Coombs, 2007). The first
category is deny with the sub categories of: (a) attack the accuser, where the crisis
manager confronts the person or group claiming something is wrong with the
organization; (b) denial, where the crisis manager asserts that there is no crisis; and (c)
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scapegoat, where the crisis manager blames some person or group outside of the
organization for the crisis (Coombs, 2007).
The second category in primary response is diminishing crisis response with the
subcategories of: excuse, where the crisis manager minimizes organizational
responsibility by denying intent to do harm and/or claiming inability to control the events
that triggered the crisis; and justification, where the crisis manager minimizes the
perceived damage caused by the crisis (Coombs, 2007).
The final category in the primary section is rebuild crisis response strategies
which include: compensation, this is when the crisis manager offers money or other gifts
to victims; and apology or when the crisis manager indicates the organization takes full
responsibility for the crisis and asks stakeholders for forgiveness (Coombs, 2007).
The secondary response strategies are based on bolstering crisis response
strategies (Coombs, 2007). The strategies under this category are: (a) reminder, or to tell
stakeholders about the past good works of the organization (b) ingratiation, where crisis
manager praises stakeholders and/or reminds them of past good works by the
organization; and (c) victimage, where crisis managers remind stakeholders that the
organization is also a victim of the crisis (Coombs, 2007).
SCCT suggests that communication affects people’s perceptions in a crisis
(Coombs, 2007). The crisis management practices taken affect how people perceive the
organization and / or the crisis (Coombs, 2007). Those perceptions shape evaluations of
the organizational reputation as well as stakeholders ’emotional response toward and
future interactions with the organization (Coombs, 2007). Adjusting information and
rebuild strategies are the most effective ways to reduce negative affect after a crisis.
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Adjusting information is the expression of concern for victims, and expressing concern
for victims and reinforcing this compassion through compensation and/or a full apology
serve to blunt feelings of anger (Coombs, 2007).
This study utilized the Situational Crisis Communication Theory when evaluating
how the county fairs managed their previous crises situations. The study evaluated the
fairs’ perceived most challenging and common crisis and how they managed them. This
theory was used to evaluate if the county fairs used the proper reputation management
crisis response strategies for their past crises situations.
Summary
This chapter was a review of literature used to provide background information
and knowledge on several key aspects of this study including crises, crises at county fairs,
crisis management, and the theoretical framework that supported this study. Through an
examination of crisis and crisis management concepts, the researcher was able to
determine how the study was supported by the current literature. The focus of this study
is to evaluate the crisis management practices of Wisconsin county fairs. This is an area
with very little research, so I have the great ability to utilize these crisis management
concepts in a whole new way.
As stated previously, Wisconsin county fairs bring in over three million people
every year to its 76 county fairs (Wisconsin Association of Fairs, 2016). In many
counties, the county fair is their main social event each year annually contributing $150
million to the state’s economy (Wisconsin Association of Fairs, 2016). The economic
impact the Wisconsin county fair industry holds on the state economy shows that it is one
of the state’s greatest areas of tourism illustrating the need for county fairs to be prepared
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for and be able to manage crisis situations. This study sought to aid in the development
of proper crisis management of county fairs, since there have been few studies conducted
on crisis management of county fairs.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
Overview
To date there has been little research conducted on the agricultural event of U.S.
county fairs, or their crisis preparation and management practices. This is a descriptive
study that collected multiple forms of data to evaluate the county fair’s preparation and
management. This chapter is an examination of the process used to conduct this study
including research design, population and sampling, instrumentation, data collection, and
data analysis according to each of the research objectives.
Research Design
This is a descriptive study that collected multiple forms of data. A descriptive
study is one in which information is collected without changing the environment (Office
of Research Integrity, n.d.). Sometimes these are referred to as correlational or
observational studies, these descriptive studies can provide information about behavior,
attitudes or other characteristics of a particular group (Office of Research Integrity, n.d.).
Descriptive studies are also conducted to demonstrate associations or relationships
between things in the world around you (Office of Research Integrity, n.d.). A
descriptive study can also involve a one-time interaction with groups of people (Office of
Research Integrity, n.d.). If there is an interaction with a group of people and the
researcher the study could utilize surveys or interviews to collect the necessary
information (Office of Research Integrity, n.d.). For this study the researcher used two
different methods of data collection to aid in descriptive and rich data.
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The ability to collect rich new data to aid in the crisis preparation and
management of Wisconsin county fairs led to the use the collection methods of
qualitative interviews and a quantitative evaluation tool. Qualitative data’s purpose is to
examine a phenomenon as it is, in rich detail (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 2014).
To examine a phenomenon, qualitative data collection consists of field work which
includes informal interviews and participant observations, and/or formal interviews
which can be unstructured, semi-structured, open-ended, or surveys (Tashakkori &
Teddlie, 2003). Qualitative research methods can also include reflections from the
researcher, scales, tests and documents of “other data” that the research sees as relevant
to the study (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003).
Opposite of qualitative research is quantitative research has the purpose to study
relationships and find the cause and effect of the topic of study (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, &
Walker, 2014). Overall quantitative research uses objective measurements in a controlled
setting to obtain numerical data that are used to answer a question (Ary, Jacobs,
Sorensen, & Walker, 2014).
Subject Selection
Population Frame and Sampling
The population frame for this study was the 76 state aided district and county fairs
in the state of Wisconsin. Onwuegbuzie and Leech (2007) state “if the objective of the
study is to generalize the interpretations to a population, then the researcher should
attempt to select a sample that is random” (p. 110). This study sought to generalize the
crisis management preparations of Wisconsin county fairs through evaluating their crisis
management plans, so this study’s sample was selected through simple random sampling.
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Simple random sampling is the best known probability sampling procedure (Ary, Jacobs,
Sorensen, & Walker, 2014). In simple random sampling, participants are selected in a
way that every member in the population has the same probability of being selected for
the study, and the selection of one member does not affect selection of any other member
(Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2007).
The goals of qualitative data collection strategies are typically to obtain insights
into particular educational, social, and familial processes and practices that prevail within
a specific location (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2007). In order to gain insights, qualitative
researchers usually strive to extract meaning from their data and they tend not to worry
about their number of participant (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2007). In this study, to satisfy
the qualitative data collection method of the study the researcher focused on extracting
meaning from the data collected from a small sample to evaluate crisis management
practices and past crisis event at Wisconsin county fairs.
The researcher sought out a sample of 20 Wisconsin county fairs. The researcher
believed that a sample of 20 would provide a good view of the overall crisis preparation
and management of the 76 Wisconsin county fairs since 20 fairs represented
approximately 25 percent of the Wisconsin county fair population. Also, the smaller
number of fairs in the sample allowed the researcher to make a more in-depth
questionnaire to collect rich thick data through questioning.
The sample for this study was selected from the contact list of Wisconsin county
fairs that was located on the Wisconsin Association of Fairs website (Appendix A). The
sample for the study was selected by placing all of the names of the fairs in the

40

Texas Tech University, Jenna Crayton, May 2017

population on individual pieces of paper and selecting them randomly out of a bowl to be
a member of the population.
The researcher sought out 20 participants through random sampling in June 2016
with only County Fair Three, County Fair Four, County Fair Five, County Fair Seven and
County Fair Eight responding to the original call for participants. A second sample was
chosen of ten more county fairs in November 2016. From this call for participants, only
County Fair Six responded and participated in the study. In February 2017, the
researcher resampled the population again choosing five new potential participating
counties. This effort yielded three participants (County Fair One, County Fair Two, and
County Fair Nine). The final respondent pool was much smaller than the research had
planned for (N = 9).
Sample contact.
Once a fair was chosen from the population to be a part of the study, the
researcher contacted the sample’s county fair executive board member (fair board
president, secretary, or fair executive director) listed on the Wisconsin Association of
Fairs contact list. The researcher contacted the individual through email communication
(Appendix B). The email sent to the potential participant included the background of the
researcher, reason for the study, and an information sheet/Consent Form (Appendix C)
explaining what the interview process would include if they decided to be a part of the
study.
Sampling during data collection.
The initial emails to the first sample set were sent on June 23, 2016. The first
email inquiry had a response rate five sample fairs. With a lower than expected response
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rate, the researcher resampled the population on November 22, 2016 selecting 10 new
counties. From this sample, only one fair responded to the email inquiry. On February 3,
2017, the population was resampled again to receive more respondents for the study to
ensure rich and descriptive data. This resample brought three respondents. In total, there
were nine respondents (N = 9) in the final sample that give the study its rich data to
analyze.
Objective One Methodology
Objective one sought to evaluate the crisis management plans of Wisconsin
county fairs’ according to the CrisComScore Crisis Communication Scorecard. The
following methodology was used.
Data Collection
To collect data for objective one this study analyzed the participating county fairs’
crisis management plans. The crisis management plans were presented to the researcher
if the county fair had a plan and was willing to allow the researcher to evaluate the plans
effectiveness. This quantitative data collection method was conducted by evaluating the
county fairs’ plans to a crisis communication evaluation tool. In this study, the tool was
used to provide a fuller description of the effectiveness of the crisis management plans
through the evaluation of data (Sandelowski, 2000).
Instrumentation
The quantitative data collection method of the study was done utilizing the
CrisComScore Crisis Communication Scorecard evaluation tool (Appendix E). Public
authorities are required more now than ever to pay attention to crisis management and
have the ability to meet the challenge of communication in emergencies (CrisComScore,
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2010). The Scorecard is a strategy tool developed by an international group of
researchers that were EU-funded and coordinated by the University of Jyväskylä
(CrisComScore, 2010). The CrisComScore Scorecard was created to offer a framework
and tool for evaluating and improving emergency crisis communication and assists
administrators in communication planning. It also presents critical factors in the
communication of public authorities with stakeholders such as citizens, media, and other
response team members before, during and after a crisis (CrisiComScore, 2010).
The CrisComScore Crisis Communication Scorecard was inspired by the
balanced scorecard of Kaplan and Norton that was used for business organizations. The
Scorecard’s aim is to reveal strong and weak points in performance, thereby enabling the
prioritization of resource allocations to better the organization’s crisis management
efforts (CrisComScore, 2010). The Scorecard has an integrative approach as it connects
the tasks of communication with crisis management and provides quality criteria for
crisis communication and management.
The instrument focuses on the five stages phases of a crisis that a communications
plan should include being a well-developed and functioning plan. The phases listed in
the instrument are preparation, warning, crisis response, reconstruction, and evaluation
(CrisComScore, 2010). Each question in each phase evaluates the crisis management
plan using a six-point scale (0 - 5). On the instrument scale: 0 = Do not know, or this
indicator is not relevancy for our organization; 1 = This is not taken cognizance of; 2 =
Its importance has been recognized but hardly any action is being taken; 3 = We act on
this to some extent but not systematically; 4 = This is to a larger extent a systematic pat
of the action; and then 5 = This is fully a systematic part of action.
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For this study, the CrisComScore evaluation tool was utilized to evaluate the
crisis communication and emergency plans that the sample county fairs allowed the
researcher to evaluate. All respondents had created a crisis preparation plan or
management document. Seven of the nine responding fairs had created and utilized crisis
management tools for their county fair events and allowed the researcher to evaluate their
crisis management documents. County Fair One and County Fair Nine were the only
members of the sample that had true crisis management plans. County Fairs Four, Five,
Six, Seven, and Eight all utilized emergency management plans in place of crisis
management plans. The researcher evaluated all of the artifacts given to her by the
samples in the form of crisis preparation documents to the CrisComScore tool.
Validity
Validity is the most important consideration in developing and evaluating
measuring instruments and is defined as the degree to which evidence and theory support
the interpretation of test scores entailed by the purposed use of the instrument (Ary,
Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 2014). Validity does not travel with the instrument in use
but rather stems from the proper use of an instrument to test the constructs based on the
tools and researchers intentions (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 2014).
In this study, validity of the CrisComScore tool was created through validation of
the process of gathering evidence to support, or fail to support a particular interpretation
of test scores (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 2014). The category of validation to aid
in the establishment of validity in score based instruments used in this study was the
construct of evidence based on test content. Evidence based on test content involves
evaluating the instrument’s content and its relationship to the construct it is intended to
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measure (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 2014). The researcher must seek evidence
that the instrument used in the research represents a balanced and adequate sampling of
all the relevant knowledge, skills, and dimensions making up the content of the
instrument (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 2014).
Evidence based on test content was utilized in the study by the review of the five
phases of the CrisComScore instrument uses to evaluate the crisis management plans.
The instrument’s phases were compared to the Mitroff’s Five-Stage Model for Crisis
Management. Mitroff’s model is the framework that the study is based on because it lists
the stages that organizations should follow while preparing for crisis (Coombs, 2015).
Table 3.1. Mitroff’s Five-Stage Model vs. CrisComScore Five phases of an effective CMP
Mitroff’s Five-Stage Model

CrisComScore Five Phases

Signal Detection

Preparation (prediction, preparedness, and
mitigation)

Preparation/Prevention

Warning

Containment/Damage Limitation

Crisis Response (Emergency)

Recovery

Reconstruction (Recovery)

Learning

Evaluation

The CrisComScore utilizes Phase 1: Preparation (Prediction, preparedness, and
mitigation), Phase 2: Warning, Phase 3: Crisis Response (Emergency), Phase 4:
Reconstruction (Recovery), and Phase 5: Evaluation (CrisComScore, 2010). Mitroff’s
model lists the stages of crisis management as Stage 1: Signal detection, Stage 2:
Preparation/Prevention, Stage 3: Containment/Damage Limitation, Stage 4: Recovery,
Stage 5: Learning (Coombs, 2015). When comparing the instrument to the Mitroff model,
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it is easy to see that they both follow a similar path. Each starts with prediction of a crisis
to aid in preparation of potential crisis proceeding into how to prevent potential crisis
during management. The third stage/phase lands in the area of how to handle crisis once
it has started with the fourth stage focused on the aspect of organizational recovery after a
crisis ending with the final evaluation and learning stage that can come from a crisis
situation. From this analysis, the CrisComScore tool was closely related to Mitroff’s
Five-Stage Model of Crisis Management providing confidence that the tool would
evaluate crisis management plans appropriately.
Data Analysis
The data analysis used for the quantitative data collection method was evaluating
the crisis management plans of the Wisconsin County fairs according to the five phases
of the CrisComScore evaluation tool. The evaluation tool utilized for this method was
the six point evaluation scale of 0-5 (CrisComScore, 2010). The scale is based on the
level each of the phases and sub-phases is include in the organization’s crisis
management plan (CrisComScore, 2010).
Once the researcher evaluated all of the plans and assigned each plan its scores for
their inclusion of the evaluation tools phases the scores were tabulated using excel. Excel
aided the researcher in finding the overall scores for each phase from the sub-phase
scores as well as an overall score of effectiveness take from the tabulation of each plan’s
scores. Excel was also used to find the Mean, standard deviation, and range of each crisis
management plan’s scores in each phase.
When analyzing the level of phase inclusion and overall effectiveness of each
county fair’s crisis communication plan, each phase and sub-phase were given a total
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score based on the phase inclusion it had. The researcher determined that a crisis
communication management plan would be considered effective if it contained all of the
phases in its plan and each phase had an inclusion score of three or higher. A score of
three through the evaluation tool means that the organization acts on that phase through
their plan but not fully systematically (CrisComScore, 2010). The researcher determined
that a baseline score of three would be considered an effective plan because it showed
that the plans at least had all the phase in it and it was trying to plan for management in
an effective manner. From the finding of this crisis management plan analysis
generalizations about Wisconsin county fairs crisis management practices and their
effectiveness of their crisis management plans were made.
Reliability
Reliability of an instrument is the degree of consistency with which it measures
whatever it is purposed to measure (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 2014). An
instrument is considered reliable to the extent that the results remain nearly the same in
repeated measurements (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 2014). It is not possible to
give an exact calculation of reliability, but an estimate of reliability can be achieved
through different measures. In this study, reliability was established through
homogeneity measures. Homogeneity measures, or internal-consistency measures, are
used to find the extent to which all the items on a scale measure one construct (Heale &
Twycross, 2015).
To determine the internal consistency of the study’s quantitative instrument
Cronbach’s alpha was utilized. Cronbach’s alpha is the most commonly used test to
determine the internal consistency of an instrument (Heale & Twycross, 2015). In this
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test, the average of all correlations in every combination of split-halves is determined
(Heale & Twycross, 2015). Instruments with questions that have more than two
responses such as those that use scale-based questions can be used in this test (Ary,
Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 2014). The Cronbach’s alpha result is a number between 0
and 1 with a reliability score of 0.7 and higher considered acceptable (Heale & Twycross,
2015).
The instrument utilized in this study previously tested crisis communication plans
and five phases of crisis management. Since each of the phases used for evaluation are
independent from each other in their question development, five sets of Cronbach’s alpha
were created to ensure that each section of the instrument were reliable.
To find Cronbach’s alpha for this study, SPSS was utilized to analyze the data.
Table 3.2. CrisComScore Phases Cronbach’s alpha Scores
Phase

Cronbach’s alpha score

1

0.93

2

0.82

3

0.92

4

0.94

5

0.82

After analyzing the data in SPSS, it was found that the Cronbach’s alpha for
Phase 1 was 0.93 for the 18 questions administered during the section. The Cronbach’s
alpha for Phase 2 was found to be 0.82 for the data set of eight questions. For Phase 3,
the Cronbach’s alpha score for the 20 question section was 0.92. For Phase 4 and the 12
questions, the Cronbach’s Alpha score of 0.94. Phase 5 had a Cronbach’s alpha score of
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0.82. Based on these results, the CrisComScore Crisis Communication Scorecard was
considered a reliable instrument in this study.
Objective Two and Three Methodology
1. Evaluate the differences and similarities of Wisconsin county fairs
implementation of crisis communication plans during a crisis.
2. Evaluate the similarities and differences between crisis events that have
occurred at Wisconsin county fairs.
Data Collection
The data collection method to evaluated objective two and three was the
qualitative data collection method utilized in the study was 15 minute to 45 minute semistructured interviews. Interviews were used in this study because they are the most
appropriate data collection method to use where little is already known about the study
phenomenon or where detailed insights are required from individual participants (Gill,
Stewart, Treasure, & Chadwick, 2008). Interviews are also particularly appropriate for
exploring sensitive topics, where participants may not want to talk about such issues in a
group environment (Gill, Stewart, Treasure, & Chadwick, 2008). Crisis management at
county fairs has had little to no research conducted about it and crises and the way an
organization handles it can be a sensitive subject. As such, interviews were considered
the best option when collecting data on Wisconsin county fair crisis management
practices.
Semi-structured interviews were specifically utilized in this study because they
allow for a selected set of questions to be asked, but also allow the researcher to ask
follow up questions or modify the questions during the interview (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen,
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& Walker, 2014). Semi-structured interviews allowed the researcher to reword questions
for better clarification or reword a question for better understanding of the respondent to
receive the richest data possible. Having the ability to ask each respondent the same
series of questions that are created prior to the interview also allowed for data saturation.
Data saturation is something all studies utilizing qualitative method should strive for
(Fusch & Ness, 2015). Data saturation is reached when there is enough information to
replicate the study and when the ability to obtain additional new information has been
attained. Data saturation is also obtained when no further coding is feasible (Fusch &
Ness, 2015). This study reached data saturation after the nine interviews were conducted.
It is important that the interviewer play a neutral role and acts casual and friendly, but
does not insert his or her opinion in the interview during a semi-structured interview
(Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 2014).
The semi-structured interviews for this study were conducted through face-to-face
and telephone interviews. Face-to-face interviews focus on the interviewer reading the
questions to the participant in a face-to-face setting and recording their responses (Ary,
Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 2014). Face-to-face interviews have some great advantages
to the data collection process. For example, through face-to-face interviews, the
interviewer has the ability to not only receive the answers to their research questions but
it allows for some flexibility. The researcher has the ability to better explain a question
or ask follow up questions for better clarity (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 2014).
Another advantage of face-to-face interviews is that the interviewer has control over the
order the respondents answer the interview questions. This is especially important if
questions in the interview rely on earlier responses. If an interviewee knows questions
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before they are asked, they can change the way they answer the questions which can
skew the data (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 2014).
Telephone interviews have shown to compare quite favorably to personal
interviews in the past 50 years (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 2014). Telephone
interviews have become more popular because of their low cost, high response rate, and
the ability to reach respondents from large geographical distances. This can all be
achieved while still having the ability to control an interview as personal interviews can.
Telephone interviews also give respondents a greater feeling of anonymity which in turn
causes less interview bias and social desirability bias, or the want to please the
interviewer that comes from personal interviews (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker,
2014). The use of personal interview and telephone interviews was the most effective
and economical way to collect the richest qualitative data for this study.
The face-to-face interviews for this study were conducted in July of 2016 during
the peak fair season in Wisconsin (Wisconsin Association of Fairs, 2016). If an
executive fair member was available to meet for a personal interview during that time,
the researcher traveled to their fairground to conduct the interview as well as collect any
artifacts that pertained to their fair’s crisis preparation and management. These artifacts
included signs, photos, crisis communication plans, crisis management plans, emergency
plans, evacuation plans etc. There were four face-to-face interviews that took place
during this study. The remaining five semi-structured interviews were conducted through
telephone interviews in July and November of 2016 and February of 2017. The
telephone interviews also collected artifacts that were sent electronically after the
completion of the interview.
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Instrumentation
The interviews administered for this study utilized a researcher developed
interview guide. When conducting semi-structured, the interviewer develops a 'loose'
guide, with general questions designed to open up conversation about the topic (Cohen &
Crabtree, 2006). A 10-question, researcher developed interview guide was used during
the interviews. The guide was based on Mitroff’s five stage model for crisis management
(Coombs, 2015). The questions focused on the crisis preparation of the fair as well as
past crisis management practices (Appendix D). The guide was approved by the
Institutional Review Board at Texas Tech University for use in this study (Appendix F).
Data Analysis
To aid in the study’s data analysis, the interviews conducted during the study
were audio recorded and field notes, were taken by the researcher. Audio recording is
one of the most efficient ways to collect data during interviews and is less distracting
then taking notes and it gives you a verbatim record of the interviewee’s responses (Ary,
Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 2014). The process of recording interviews also protects
against interviewer bias by having a permanent record of what was and was not said
during the interview (Gill, Stewart, Treasure, & Chadwick, 2008).
After each interview, the researcher transcribed the recordings verbatim to utilize
when comparing the data during data analysis. During the interview process it is also
often helpful to make field notes during and immediately after each interview about
observations, thoughts, and ideas about the interview as this can help in data analysis
process (Gill, Stewart, Treasure, & Chadwick, 2008). The audio recordings and field
notes were turned into transcriptions that were essential during data analysis.
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During the data analysis process, all descriptive factors of the sample fairs were
removed from the transcriptions and data analysis. The fairs in the sample were labeled
as County Fair One through Nine to aid in the participant anonymity.
Coding
After the interview audio recordings and field notes were transcribed, the
researcher analyzed the data through coding the answers from the interviews. The
researcher first utilized open coding when analyzing the data. Open coding is the act of
breaking apart and delineating concepts to stand for blocks of raw data. At the same
time, the research is taking these concepts and finding how they fit into the properties of
the research (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). This open coding was completed by creating
memos. Memos are written records that contain the products of our analysis (Corbin &
Strauss, 2008). In this study, memos were used to create an analysis of what each
participant stated during the interview process to find the main concepts from each
answer.
After these concepts were created from the open coding through the use of
memos, the researcher then utilized axial coding. Axial coding is coding by relating
concepts found in the data to each other (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). It is easy to see that
open coding and axial coding work hand in hand. Open coding finds the concepts and
categories that are found in the data, and axial coding finds how the concepts compare
and if there are overarching themes found in the data.
Trustworthiness
In quantitative research, it is important to consider if the data collected is valid
and reliable (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 2014). In qualitative research validity
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and reliability are associated with rigor (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 2014). Rigor
is also associated with the consistency of the data collected and making valid inferences
from that data (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 2014). Without rigor, research is
worthless, becomes fiction, and loses its utility (Morse et al., 2002).
An overarching way to establish rigor in qualitative research is through
establishing trustworthiness. Trustworthiness can be described as the extent to which
variation can be tracked or explained (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 2014).
Trustworthiness is vital to the success of qualitative studies (White, Oelke, & Friesen,
2012). According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), trustworthiness contains four aspects that
aid in establishing rigor in qualitative studies: credibility, transferability, dependability,
and confirmability.
Credibility
Credibility is found in qualitative research when researchers seek to ensure that
their study measures or tests what is actually intended (Shenton, 2004). Credibility can
be compared to internal validity found in quantitative research. To establish credibility is
one of most important factors in establishing trustworthiness (Shenton, 2004).
To establish credibility in this study, the research utilized triangulation.
Triangulation is the use of multiple sources of data, multiple observers, and/or multiple
methods to increase the likelihood that phenomenon under study is being understood
from various points of view (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 2014). Triangulation has
the ability to strengthen a study by combining methods. This can mean using several
kinds of methods or data, including using both quantitative and qualitative approaches
(Golafshani, 2003).
54

Texas Tech University, Jenna Crayton, May 2017

The study specifically used methods triangulation. Methods triangulation utilizes
different methods to find better evidence and promote corroboration between the data
collected (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 2014). The methods triangulation used in
the study was interviews and an evaluation instrument. The data collected from both
methods adds to the credibility by corroborating the data of crisis management of the
sample fairs. This study also used triangulation by collecting artifact such as documents.
Transferability
The second way to establish trustworthiness is through transferability.
Transferability is the degree to which the finding of a qualitative study can be applied or
generalized to other contexts or groups (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 2014). In
quantitative data collection this would be considered establishing external validity
(Malterud, 2001). It is not the typical goal of a qualitative researcher to make broad
generalizations, but it is their job to collect sufficient data (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, &
Walker, 2014). This research utilized descriptive adequacy to establish transferability.
Descriptive adequacy is the act of establishing rich, detailed and thick descriptions of the
context of the study and the population (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 2014).
Establishing detailed data allows future researchers the ability to compare data to decide
if the finding is transferable (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Dependability
Dependability is often compared to the concept of reliability in quantitative
research and refers to how stable the research data is (Houghton, Casey, Shaw, &
Murphy, 2013). Qualitative research, unlike quantitative research, expects variability
because the context of the study (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 2014). That in mind,
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dependability allows for other researcher to decide if the study can be replicated in the
context of their research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To develop dependability, the
researcher used audit trails. Audit trails provide a mechanism where others can
determine how decisions were made and asses the uniqueness of a situation (Ary, Jacobs,
Sorensen, & Walker, 2014). They also contain how the study was conducted, the raw
data collected, and findings found (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 2014). This
research has audit trails of interview transcriptions, interview memos, an Excel sheet of
codes, population list, crisis management tool, evaluation tool, and crisis management
artifacts for future researchers to decide if they would like to utilize this study for their
research.
Confirmability
The final criterion proposed by Lincoln and Guba (1985), to develop
trustworthiness is confirmability. Confirmability refers to the neutrality and accuracy of
the data (Houghton, Casey, Shaw, & Murphy 2013). This is important to ensure the
research is free of bias in its procedures and its interpretation of the results (Ary, Jacobs,
Sorensen, & Walker, 2014). To establish confirmability, the researcher utilized audit
trails of interview transcriptions, interview memos, excel sheet of codes, population list,
crisis management tool evaluation tool, and crisis management artifacts.
Researcher Bias
Researcher bias in qualitative research can be a source of invalidity (Ary, Jacobs,
Sorensen, & Walker, 2014). Researcher bias is a situation in which the researcher's
hopes or expectations concerning the outcomes of' the study actually contributes to
producing various outcomes, thereby creating a threat to internal validity (Fraenkel &
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Wallen, 2017). This threat to internal validity can occur in research if there are selective
observations, hearing only what they want to hear, or allowing personal attitudes, and
feelings affect interpretation of data results (Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker, 2014).
The researcher could be biased because of their involvement as a fellow
Wisconsin resident. Also the researcher has had experience in the Wisconsin fair
industry for 16 years. Fair involvement includes showing animals and crafts through
Wisconsin 4-H and a past Racine County Fairest of the Fair and second runner-up in the
2014 Wisconsin Fairest of the Fairs competition. The researcher was also the Racine
County Agricultural Society Marketing and Communications intern aiding in tasks for
the 2014 Racine County Fair. This large involvement also aids to the bias that the
researcher could know the participants because of previous interaction through the fair
industry. The research also has past knowledge of crisis and crisis management practices
through involvement of the ACOM 5304 Risk and Crisis Communications in Agriculture
and Natural Resources course taken through the Texas Tech University agricultural
communications master’s degree program.
The experience and opinions that the researcher has had in the Wisconsin fair
industry as well as crisis management did not influence the study. The researcher’s
opinion and viewpoints are not important to the data analysis so the researcher remained
open-minded as she conducted interviews and analyzed the crisis management plans vital
to the study. Hence, the researcher reactions to the participant’s crisis management
practices and opinions of their crisis preparations did not influence the results of this
study. The connection the researcher has with the Wisconsin fair industry actually aided
in the research because the participants could connect with the researcher as well as the
57

Texas Tech University, Jenna Crayton, May 2017

researcher has previous knowledge of the industry to help make sense of aspects that
were discussed during the interviews.
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CHAPTER IV
FINDINGS
Introduction
This study sought to evaluate the crisis preparation and management practices of
Wisconsin county fairs. This chapter presents the findings related to each of the
following research objective:
1. Evaluate the crisis management plans of Wisconsin county fairs according to
the CrisComScore Crisis Communication Scorecard.
2. Evaluate the differences and similarities of Wisconsin county fairs
implementation of their crisis communication plans during a crisis.
3. Evaluate the similarities and differences between crisis events that have
occurred at Wisconsin county fairs.
Participants
Each of these participating fairs was represented by an executive member of their
fair (e.g. fair board presidents, secretary, or fair executive director) during the data
collection process. The participating fairs and these representatives each brought a
variety of knowledge, experiences, and artifacts that pertained to their crisis management
efforts. In order to protect the anonymity of the participants, pseudonyms were assigned
to each participating fair. However, the Wisconsin county fair industry is a tight knit
community that talks with one another during conferences and such. Although the
researcher has made an effort to disguise the identities of the participants, some of the
examples/artifacts collected in this study have the potential to be traced to a specific fair.
A brief description of each county fair’s location in the state, county, rural or urban
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classification (Appendix G), county fair district classification (Appendix H), the working
title of the representative interviewed, and when the participant interview took place is
provided and summarized in Table 4.1.
Table 4.1. Participating County Fair and Representative Descriptors and the Format
and Timing of Interviews
Fair
#

OMB
Classification

Geographic
Location in
Wisconsin

Fair
District
#

Participant
Gender

Participant
Title/Role

How
Interviewed

Years
in
Role

When
Interviewed

1

Urban

Eastern

Four

Male

Fair Board
Secretary

Telephone

N/A

Feb. 2017

2

Rural

Mid-state

One

Male

Fair Board
President

Telephone

N/A

Feb. 2017

3

Urban

Southwest

Four

Male

Executive
Director

Face-toface

N/A

July 2016

4

Rural

Mid-state

Four

Female

Fair Board
President

Face-toface

N/A

July 2016

5

Urban

Southeast

Four

Female

Fair
Manager

Face-toface

1

July 2016

6

Urban

Mid-west

Two

Male

Fair Board
President

Telephone

N/A

Nov. 2016

7

Urban

Western

Two

Female

Fair
Manager

Face-toface

12

July 2016

8

Urban

Southeast

Four

Female

Fair
Manager

Face-toface

N/A

July 2016

9

Urban

Southeast

Four

Female

Executive
Director

Telephone

15

Feb. 2017

County Fair One is an urban county located in eastern Wisconsin. According to
the Wisconsin Association of Fairs, County Fair One is located in District Four of the
Wisconsin county fair districts (2015). The fair’s representative for this study was the
county fair board secretary (male). The telephone interview for this participant took place
in February 2017.
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County Fair Two is a rural county located in the middle of the state and is
classified as a member of Wisconsin county fair District One. The representative for this
study was the county fair board president (male). The interview for this participant was
conducted by telephone in February 2017.
County Fair Three is classified as an urban county located in the southwest
section of the state and in District Four of the Wisconsin fair districts (2015). When
interviewing County Fair Three, their representative was the executive director of the fair
(male). This participant took part in an in-person interview during their fair event in the
county fair office in July 2016.
County Fair Four is a rural county fair is located in mid-Wisconsin and is a
member of is the county fair District Four. The representative for the fair that
participated in the interview process was the county fair board president (female). The
data was collected through a telephone interview from this participant in July 2016.
County Fair Five is an urban fair located in the southeast section of the state. This
participant is also a member of District Four of the Wisconsin county fair districts. The
participant representing County Fair Five is the very first county fair manager the fair has
ever had and it was her first year in the position. The interview for this participant was
conducted in-person in July 2016 at their county fair office.
County Fair Six is an urban county fair located in the mid-west section of
Wisconsin in the county fair District Two. The representative from this fair was their
county fair board president (male). The interview for this population took place via
telephone interview in November 2016.
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County Fair Seven is an urban county fair located on the western side of the state,
and lies in the Wisconsin fair District Two. The representative that participated in the inperson interview for this fair was the county fair manager (female) she has been in her
position for 12 years. The interview for this participant took place at their county fair
office in July 2016.
County Fair Eight is an urban fair located in the southeast section of the state
placing it in the Wisconsin fair District Four. The participant that interviewed with the
researcher in-person at their fair office in July 2016 was the county fair manager
(female).
County Fair Nine is an urban county fair located in the southeast section of the
state of Wisconsin and is in county fair District Four. The participant that the researcher
interviewed for the study via telephone in February 2017 was the female, fair executive
director. The participant has been in her position for 15 years.
Finding Related to Objective One
Objective One sought to evaluate the crisis management plans of Wisconsin
county fairs according to the CrisComScore Crisis Communication Scorecard. To
accomplish this objective, the researcher conducted semi-structured interviews of
participating county fair representatives. During the interview, the researcher asked each
participant if their fair had a crisis management plan in place. If the participating fair had
a crisis plan, the researcher asked the participants if the plan could be examined utilizing
the CrisComScore Crisis Communication Scorecard.
All nine participating fairs in the study had a crisis management or emergency
plan in place. Of the nine participants, seven allowed the researcher to evaluate their plan
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using the CrisComScore Crisis Communication Scorecard. After evaluating the crisis
management plans through the CrisComScore evaluation tool, the mean, median, and
standard deviation were calculated for each individual phase sub-sections as well as an
overall phase evaluation.
The first phase evaluated through the CrisComScore tool was the preparation
stage. The preparation stage has five sub-groups to aid in the evaluation of the crisis
management plans. The five sub-groups include: (a) knowing the public groups and their
media use; (b) monitoring of risk perception and general public understanding of risk; (c)
contribution to general public preparedness; (d) establishing cooperation with news
media and journalists for crisis situations; and (e) improving preparedness in the
organization and in the network of response organizations (CrisComScore, 2015). Each
of the sub-groups of phase one have their own questions to aid in their evaluation. The
analysis of each of these groups can be found in (Table 4.2).
Each phase was evaluated by a six-point scale. The researcher established the
baseline for an effective plan and subgroup was a score of three or higher. A three was
established as the baseline because it represents the plan included the aspect being
evaluated in the plan even if it is not the most important or thorough it was still included.
It was found through analysis of phase one or the preparation stage to the
participating county fairs’ plans that Country Fair One had a mean score of 3.06, a
median score of 3.00 out of 5, and a standard deviation of 0.99 for this phase. County
Fair Four had a mean score of 2.06, median of 2.00, and a standard deviation of 0.87.
County Fair Five had a mean of 1.89, median of 1.00, and a standard deviation of 1.13.
County Fair Six had a mean of 2.00, median of 1.00 and, standard deviation of 1.37.
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County Fair Seven was found to have a mean score of 2.11, median of 2.00, and standard
deviation of 1.08. County Fair Eight had a mean of 2.39, median of 2.25, and standard
deviation of 1.09. County Fair Nine had a mean score of 3.22, median of 3.5, and a
standard deviation of 1.22.
The analysis of the first phase also evaluated if the participating fairs’ plans
included certain aspects in their plan that create an effective plan. The analysis found
that in phase one, the fairs met the baseline for an effective plans in the areas of: (a)
different means of communication are used to educate and instruct people how to be
prepared for various types of risk (3.00); (b) the responsibilities and tasks of
communication experts in relation to response management in the organization and
within the response network are laid out (3.86); (c) agreements are made regarding
coordination in the network of response organizations, including responsibilities for
communication (3.00); and (d) communication plans and strategies for various crisis
scenarios are developed within individual organizations as well as with other participants
in the response network (3.29). The plans also included: (a) local organizations are
stimulated to draw up their own crisis communication plans and exercises (3.43); (b) the
pooling of communication expertise is arranged and there is enough manpower for each
communication task (4.29); and (c) knowledge of the responsibilities of other parties’
persons to be contacted procedures and means for the exchange of information is
established (3.71).
The phase one analysis also identified where the plans were the weakest. These
areas are: (a) media coverage of risk information is stimulated throughout the year (1.14);
(b) training for communication expertise and skills is offered for communication offers
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and response managers (1.43); (c) crisis exercises emphasizing communication are
conducted regularly (1.43); (d) studies are arranged to analyze risk perception and the
information needs of public groups (1.57); and (e) media coverage on risk is followed
and analyzed (1.57).
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Table 4.2. Phase One Evaluation Score of Participants’ Crisis Management Plans (N = 7)
1

4

5

6

7

8

9

1.1.1. The public groups are identified according to how they seek and receive risk
information

4

2

3

1

3

3

4

2.86

1.1.2. It is known which sources and intermediaries the various public groups consider
reliable

3

3

2

1

2

3

3

2.43

1.2.1. Regularly, studies are arranged to analyze risk perception and the information
needs of public groups

2

2

1

1

1

2

2

1.57

1.3.1. Different means of communication are used to educate and instruct people how
to be prepared for various types of risk

4

3

3

2

3

3

3

3.00

1.3.2. Background information is given to further explain causes and consequences of
risk

3

2

1

3

2

2

3

2.29

1.4.1. The news media and key journalists are known

2

1

1

1

1

1

4

1.71

1.4.2. Media coverage of risk information is stimulated throughout the year

1

1

1

1

1

1

2

1.14

1.4.3. Media coverage on risk is followed and analyzed

3

1

1

1

1

1

3

1.57

1.4.4 Cooperation with news media, protecting the victims

4

1

1

1

1

1

5

2.00

1.5.1 The responsibilities and tasks of communication experts in relation to response
management in the organization and within the response network are laid out

4

3

4

4

3

4

5

3.86

1.5.2 Agreements are made regarding coordination in the network of response
organizations, including responsibilities for communication.

4

3

1

4

2

3

4

3.00

Phase One Evaluation Criteria

Fair #

Total Score

Table continues
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Table 4.2. (continued)
1

4

5

6

7

8

9

1.5.3. Communication plans and strategies for various crisis scenarios are developed
within individual organizations as well as with other participants in the response
network

3

3

3

4

4

3

4

3.29

1.5.4. Local organizations are stimulated to draw up their own crisis communication
plans and exercises

2

1

2

1

1

1

2

3.43

1.6.1. Communication facilities to serve public groups in time of crisis

4

2

1

1

3

3

4

2.71

1.6.2. The pooling of communication expertise is arranged and there is enough
manpower for each communication task

4

3

3

4

4

4

4

4.29

1.7.1. Knowledge of the responsibilities of other parties persons to be contacted
procedures and means for the exchange of information is established

4

3

4

4

3

4

4

3.71

1.7.2. Training for communication expertise and skills is offered for communication
offers and response managers

2

2

1

1

1

2

1

1.43

1.77.3.Crisis exercises emphasizing communication are conducted regularly

2

1

1

1

2

2

1

1.43

Mean

3.06

2.06

1.89

2

2.11

2.39

3.22

Median

3.00

2.00

1.00

1.00

2.00

2.50

3.50

Standard Deviation

0.99

0.87

1.13

1.37

1.08

1.09

1.22

Phase One Evaluation Criteria

Fair #
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The next phase of the CrisComScore evaluation tool that was analyzed was Phase
Two or the warning phase. This phase also had sub-groups that aided in the evaluation of
the use of the phase in the plans. The sub-groups in the warning stage are: (a) targeting
and distribution of warning messages; (b) issuing instructions to public groups and
monitoring reactions; (c) informing the news media, and (d) information exchange and
coordination in the organization.
After evaluating the plans against this phase and the six-point evaluation scale, it
was found that County Fair One had a mean score of 3.25, median of 3.00, and a standard
deviation of 0.89. County Fair Four has a mean of 2.25, median of 2.50, and a standard
deviation of 1.41. County Fair Five was found to have a mean of 2.63, median of 3.00,
and a standard deviation score of 0.76. County Fair Six received a mean score of 1.50,
median of 1.00, and standard deviation of 0.92. County Fair Seven had a mean of 2.38,
median of 3.00, and a standard deviation of 1.36. County Fair Eight had a mean of 2.88,
median of 3.50, standard deviation of 0.74. Lastly, County Fair Nine was found to have a
mean score of 3.63, median of 3.50, and a standard deviation of 0.89. These finding
show that only County Fairs One and Nine are considered to have an effective plan for
the warning phase since they both have means over the established baseline of three.
The evaluation of Phase Two also found the specific areas that the county fair
plans met the baseline score for an effective crisis management plan. These areas were:
(a) channels for public warning are selected carefully for news and direct channels of
communication (3.14); and (b) warning messages to civil public groups (3.43). The areas
of weakness were: (a) warning messages to the news media provided as soon as possible
(1.29); and (b) media coverage is monitored and analyzed (1.71).
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Table 4.3. Phase Two Evaluation Score of Participants’ Crisis Management Plans (N = 7)
Phase Two Evaluation Criteria

Fair #

1

4

5

6

7

8

9

2.1.1. Channels for public warning are selected carefully. For news and direct
channels of communication

4

3

4

1

3

3

4

3.14

2.1.2. The core content of the warning is the same for everyone while additional
information is given to specific public groups

4

3

3

2

1

4

3

2.86

2.1.3. Public groups can easily find more information about the warning online or by
telephone

2

2

1

1

3

2

3

2.00

2.2.1. Warning messages to civil public groups: in a timely manner with correct
information, attract attention, give clear instructions for action, include advice,
encourage people to who do not how about the warning.

4

3

4

2

3

4

4

3.43

2.2.2. The effect of warning messages is checked

3

2

3

1

1

4

4

2.86

2.3.1. Warning messages to the news media: are provided as soon as possible,
provide clear information, and give background information

3

1

1

1

3

1

5

1.29

2.3.2. Media coverage is monitored and analyzed

3

1

1

1

2

1

3

1.71

2.4.1. The organization and within the response network crisis information is shared

3

3

4

3

3

4

3

Mean

3.25

2.25

2.63

1.5

2.38

2.88

3.63

Median

3.00

2.50

3.00

1.00

3.00

3.50

3.50

Standard Deviation

0.89

1.41

0.76

0.92

1.36

0.74

0.89

69

Total Score

3.29

Texas Tech University, Jenna Crayton, May 2017

Phase Three evaluated the topic of crisis response in an emergency (Table 4.4).
This phase has many sub-groups to evaluate the plans in this area. The sub-groups for
Phase Three are: (a) instructions on how to prevent further damage; (b) clarifying the
situation to help public groups to cope; (c) monitoring the needs and perceptions of
public groups; (d) direct means of communication; (e) designated crisis agency
spokesperson; and (f) assist the cooperative in the organization.
Analyzation of the crisis response phase found that County Fair One had a mean
score of 3.30, median of 3.00, and standard deviation of 0.73. County Fair Four had a
mean of 1.95, median of 2.00, and standard deviation of 0.94. County Fair Five found to
have a mean of 1.80, median of 1.00, and a standard deviation of 1.06. County Fair Six
had a mean of 1.85, median of 1.00, and a standard deviation of 1.09. County Fair Seven
it was found it had a mean of 1.70, median of 1.00, and standard deviation of 1.03.
County Fair Eight had a mean of 2.25, mean of 1.00, and a standard deviation of 1.33.
County Fair Nine it had a mean of 3.20, median of 3.00, and a standard deviation of 0.83.
This phase only has County Fair One and Nine being considered effective as well.
Overall, evaluation of this phase found the county fairs to fare well in the areas of:
(a) instructions are given in a clear manner, as well as where to get more information
(3.00); (b) special attention is given to provide information and support for those directly
affected by the emergency (3.00); (c) sufficient and competent manpower is allocated to
provide information and respond to public distress (3.43); and (d) there is coordination in
the response network for communication tasks (3.29). Areas that are not developed are:
(a) questions and misinterpretations are identified and addressed (1.43); and (b)
emergency management activities are explained to journalists (1.57).
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Table 4.4. Phase Three Evaluation Score of Participants’ Crisis Management Plans (N = 7)
Phase Three Evaluation Criteria

Fair #
Fair #

1

4

5

6

7

8

9

Total Score

3.1.1. Instructions are given in a clear manner, as well as where to get more
information

4

3

4

2

1

3

4

3.00

3.1.2. The Information targeted at citizens is updated continuously

3

2

1

2

3

3

4

2.71

3.1.3. All public groups have access to information

3

3

2

1

3

4

3

2.71

3.1.4 Citizens are encouraged to use their social networks

3

2

1

1

2

1

2

1.71

3.2.1. Understanding of the crisis increases

4

3

3

3

1

3

3

2.86

3.2.2. Empathy with the public groups affected by the crisis is shown by official
spokesperson

4

3

2

2

1

4

4

2.86

3.2.3. Special attention is given to provide information and support for those directly
affected by the emergency

4

3

3

2

1

4

3

3.00

3.3.1. The needs and perceptions of public groups are monitored and analyzed.

2

1

1

1

4

1

2

1.71

3.3.2. Questions and misinterpretations are identified and addressed

2

1

1

1

1

1

3

1.43

3.4.1. Direct means are used to support the communication with diverse public
group, which include at least a website and call center

3

1

1

4

1

1

2

1.85

3.4.2. Sufficient and competent manpower is allocated to provide information and
respond to public distress

4

3

4

4

1

4

4

3.43

3.5.1. Emergency management activities are explained to journalists

3

1

1

1

1

1

3

1.57
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Table 4.4. (continued)
1

4

5

6

7

8

9

Total Score

3.5.2. The information provided is accurate and trustworthy

4

1

1

1

1

1

3

1.71

3.5.3. In contacts with media, spokespeople clarify what happened and show
empathy with those affected

3

1

1

1

1

1

5

1.86

3.5.4. A 24-hour media service and sufficient trained manpower are arranged to deal
with press questions

3

1

1

1

3

1

2

1.71

3

1

1

1

3

1

3

1.86

2

1

1

1

3

1

3

1.71

3.6.1. Information is exchanged actively in the organization, also between work
shifts

4

3

3

2

1

3

3

2.71

3.6.2. Information is exchanged actively within the response network

4

2

2

2

1

3

4

2.57

3.6.3. There is coordination in the response network for communication tasks

4

3

2

4

1

4

4

3.29

3.3

1.95

1.8

1.85

1.7

2.25

3.2

3.00

2.00

1.00

1.00

1.00

1.00

3.00

0.73

0.94

1.06

1.09

1.03

1.33

0.83

Phase Three Evaluation Criteria

Fair #

3.5.5. When providing media services near to the crisis site, the organization tries to
protect victims and family from intrusion on their privacy and overwhelming
media attention
3.5.6. The media coverage is monitored and analyzed

Mean
Median
Standard Deviation
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The next phase evaluated through the CrisComScore evaluation tool was Phase
Four or in other word the reconstruction/recovery Phase. The sub-groups in this phase
are: (a) instructions for recovery; (b) stimulating a more accurate public understanding of
the ongoing crisis; (c) ongoing monitoring of the needs and perceptions of public groups;
(d) ongoing media relations; and (e) stimulating cooperation and coordination in the
organization and within the response network. The analysis of this phase and the county
fair plans can be found in Table 4.5.
After, evaluating the participating fairs plans under this phase it was found that
County Fair One had a mean of 2.50, median of 2.50, and standard deviation of 0.52.
County Fair Four had a mean score of 1.58, median of 2.00, and standard deviation of
0.52. County Fair Five had a mean of 1.17, median of 1.00 and standard deviation of
0.39. County Fair Six had a mean of 1.33, median of 1.00, and a standard deviation of
0.49. County Fair Seven was found to have a mean of 1.17, mean of 1.00, and standard
deviation of 0.39. County Fair Eight had a mean of 1.92, median of 2.00, and a standard
deviation of 0.79. County Fair Nine had a mean of 2.67, median of 2.50, and standard
deviation of 0.78. From the analysis it was found that none of the county fair plans were
effective in this area of recovery.
In Phase Four, there were no areas of an effective crisis management plan in the
participating fairs plans. The areas that could use the most improvement overall are: (a)
people are stimulated to contribute to the coordinated recovery efforts (1.43); (b) media
coverage on recovery is monitored and corrective information is provided (1.29); and (c)
the media are encouraged to report about and to motivate the recovery effort (1.57); (d)
empathy for those involved is present in information given to the news media (1.57).
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Table 4.5. Phase Four Evaluation Score of Participants’ Crisis Management Plans (N = 7)
Phase Four Evaluation Criteria

Fair #
Fair #
4.1.1. Clear instructions are provided which enable citizens to recover their own life

1

4

5

6

7

8

9

Total Score

3

2

1

2

1

3

2

2.00

4.1.2. People are stimulated to contribute to the coordinated recovery efforts

3

1

1

1

1

1

2

1.43

4.2.1. The information provided about the recovery activities and possibly ongoing
danger is accurate and transparent

3

2

1

2

1

3

3

2.14

4.2.2. Communication about the crisis and its consequences is open and encourages
participation in the decision-making about the plans for recovery

3

2

1

1

1

2

3

1.86

4.2.3. Information and care for those affected by the crisis is continued

2

2

1

1

1

2

3

1.71

4.3.1. The information needs are perceptions of public groups are monitored and
analyzed

2

1

1

1

2

2

2

1.57

4.4.1. The media are encouraged to report about and to motivate the recovery effort

2

1

1

1

1

1

4

1.57

4.4.2. Empathy for those involved is present in information given to the news media

2

1

1

1

1

1

4

1.57

4.4.3. The organization explains its role and responsibility regarding the recovery

3

2

1

1

2

2

3

2.00

4.4.4 The media coverage on recovery is monitored and corrective information is
provided

2

1

1

1

1

1

2

1.29

4.5.1 Information exchange and coordination of current tasks and issues to stimulate
recovery is arranged in the organization and within the response network

3

2

2

2

1

2

2

2.00

4.5.2 Contacts in the organization and with other participants in the response network
are evaluated throughout the process to improve these where needed

2

2

2

2

1

3

2

2.00

2.50

1.58

1.17

1.33

1.17

1.92

2.67

2.50

2.00

1.00

1.00

1.00

2.00

2.50

0.52

0.52

0.39

0.49

0.39

0.79

0.78

Mean
Median
Standard Deviation
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The final phase evaluated through the CrisComScore card was Phase Five or the
evaluation phase. The sub-categories of this phase are: (a) supporting reflection; (b)
evaluation and conclusion for the future via media and public debate; and (c) supporting
evaluation and learning about communication in the organization. The results for this
phase in the county fairs plan can be found in Table 4.6.
The evaluation of how the county fairs utilize this phase in its plans found that
County Fair One had a mean of 2.80, median of 3.00, and standard deviation of 0.45.
County Fair Four had a mean of 1.60, median of 1.00, and a standard deviation of 0.89.
County Fair Five had a mean of 1.80, median of 1.00, and standard deviation of 1.10.
County Fairs Six, Seven, and Eight all had a mean of 1.00, median of 1.00, and a
standard deviation of 0.00. County Fair Nine’s mean was 2.00 with a median of 2.00, and
standard deviation of 0.71. The results show that many fairs did not have a section or
part in their plans for most of the evaluation aspects of an effective plan. This is
illustarted by County Fairs Four, Five, Six, Seven, and Eight having mean scores less
than two which according to the evaluation sale a score of one means that section was not
included in the plan.
The areas in this phase that have the least amount of inclusion in the county fairs’
plans were: (a) public dialogue about the crisis situation its causes and consequences is
promoted to limit damage is similar cases in the future (1.43); (b) media relations are
evaluated throughout the process to improve procedures when needed (1.43); and (c)
actions are determined and initiated to improve the coordination of future crisis
communication in the network (1.43).
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Table 4.6. Phase Five Evaluation Score of Participants’ Crisis Management Plans (N = 7)
1

4

5

6

7

8

9

3

3

1

1

1

1

3

1.86

5.2.1. Public dialogue about the crisis situation its causes and consequences is
promoted to limit damage is similar cases in the future

2

2

1

1

1

1

2

1.43

5.2.2. Media relations are evaluated throughout the process to improve procedures
when needed

3

1

3

1

1

1

1

1.43

5.3.1. Communication is evaluated in the individual organization and with other
participants in the response network. The lessons learned are documented

3

1

3

1

1

1

2

1.71

5.3.2. Actions are determined and initiated to improve the coordination of future crisis
communication in the network

3

1

1

1

1

1

2

1.43

Mean

2.80

1.60

1.80

1.00

1.00

1.00

2.00

Median

3.00

1.00

1.00

1.00

1.00

1.00

2.00

Standard Deviation

0.45

0.89

1.10

0

0

0

0.71

Phase Five Evaluation Criteria

Fair #
Fair #
5.1.1. Public knowledge about what happened is increased with the objective of
helping public groups to better cope with similar situations in the future
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After the individual county fairs were evaluated all of the fair plan evaluations
were compared to find an overall evaluation of the effectiveness of participating
Wisconsin county fairs’ crisis management plans (Table 4.7). It was found that
Wisconsin county fairs during the preparation stage of Phase 1 had a mean score of 2.44
out of 5, a median score of 3.38, a standard deviation of 0.86. These findings represent
that the participating Wisconsin county fairs crisis management plans are not effective for
the preparation phase because the mean falls below the base line of a three out of five to
be considered effective.
Table 4.7. Individual Phase and Total Evaluation Score of Participants’ Crisis
Management Plans (N = 7)
Crisis Management Phase
Reconstruction Evaluation

Total
Score

Fair #

Preparation

Warning

Response

1

3.06

3.25

3.30

2.50

2.80

2.98

4

2.06

2.25

1.95

1.58

1.60

1.89

5

1.89

2.63

1.80

1.17

1.80

1.86

6

2.00

1.50

1.85

1.33

1.00

1.54

7

2.11

2.38

1.70

1.17

1.00

1.67

8

2.39

2.86

2.25

1.92

1.00

2.08

9

3.33

3.63

3.2

2.67

2.00

2.97

Mean

2.44

2.64

2.29

1.76

1.60

Median

3.38

3.43

2.40

1.67

1.30

Standard
Deviation

0.86

1.00

1.07

0.76

0.86

NOTE: a Plans were evaluated using the CrisComScore evaluation tool
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When comparing the county fair plans and their inclusion of warning in Phase 2
of the instrument, it was found that overall the county fairs had a mean score 2.64. The
median score was 3.43, and the standard deviation was 1.00. This data set illustrates that
Wisconsin county fairs are do not have plans that include enough about warning to be
considered effective.
Then in Phase Three of the crisis management evaluation it was found that when
compared on the five point scales that county fairs as a whole have a mean score of 2.29,
a median of 2.40, and standard deviation of 1.07. This phase just like the two before it
represents that Wisconsin county fairs’ crisis management plans do not effectively
include Phase Three in their plans.
Phase Four of the evaluation tool focused on the reconstruction /recovery during a
crisis and how to manage for this. The findings found that county fair’s crisis plans had a
Mean score of 1.76, a median of 1.67, and a standard deviation of 0.76. According to the
evaluation scale a score of 1 represents that the organization does not have that aspect
part of its plan. Having a mean score of 1.76 represents that the county fairs either do not
have this plan of their plan has a very little section on recovery.
Lastly, there is Phase Five which is focused on the evaluation aspect after the
crisis. When evaluating this section of crisis management plans of the participants it was
found that overall the mean score was found to be 1.60, the median was 1.30, and
standard deviation 0.86. This is evidence showed that just as in Phase Four most county
fair participants did not think to add this area in their crisis communication plans.
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Finding Related to Objective Two
Objective two sought to evaluate the differences and similarities of Wisconsin
county fairs implementation of their crisis communication plans during a crisis. This
objective was researched by the use of a 10-question researcher guide that the researcher
created and administered during face-to-face and telephone interview. The first aspect
that the interview instrument inquired on was how confident the fair representative was
that their fair could handle any type of crisis on an 11-point scale. The scale ranged from
0 representing not prepared for any crisis to 10 representing the fair were prepared for
every type of crisis. Table 4.8 represents the expressed confidence levels of Wisconsin
County fairs on their crisis preparation. The results illustrate a wide range of confidence
levels of crisis preparation for the county fairs ranging from nine to five in confidence
level on the 11-point scale.
Table 4.8. Wisconsin County Fair Participant’s Confidence in Their Crisis
Management Preparation (N = 9)
Fair #

Confidence Level (0-10) a

One

9

Two

8

Three

5

Four

9

Five

5

Six

6

Seven

5

Eight

7

Nine

8
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NOTE: a The scale ranged from 0 = the fair was not prepared for
any crisis and 10 = the fair was prepared for every type of crisis.
The overall the mean of the Wisconsin county fairs confidence in their crisis
preparation is 6.90. This shows, that on average, the county fairs believe that their fair is
prepared for a crisis but still believes they have room for improvement. Some of the
participants attributed their ratings due to their crisis management plans and trainings.
For example, County Fair Five’s representative stated:
I would say a five because we recognize we do need a plan and we do
have some things in place but not as in depth. And our training hasn’t
been as comprehensive as we would like it to be. We would like to get it
to a 10. I mean everyone would like to get it to a 10. (County Fair Five, p.
1)
Other participants attribute their higher confidence to the fact that they have a
crisis management plan and utilize their emergency response teams on their grounds
during their fair events as well as planning for the fair.
Now I would say a 9. This is because we created a plan and took it to the
county Emergency Management, the fire chief, the police chief and we
built the plan that we sent you. Now every year we will redesign it.
(County Fair One, p. 1)
Participants were then asked what objects, processes, or tools do they utilize to
help prepare the staff for a possible crisis event (e.g. signs, fire drills, prepared
announcements). From the resulting data, categories emerged: staff trainings, public
announcements over a fair wide public announcement system, crisis plan documents,
two-way radios, use of emergency response team members (Police, Sheriff’s department,
EMS, and Fire station), and the use of signs were all used to aid county fair staff
members before a crisis. Table 4.9 represents the number of fairs that utilized each
category or type preparation technique with their staff.
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Table 4.9. Objects, Processes, or Tools Used Prepare Staff for Crisis at Wisconsin
County Fairs (N = 9)
Characteristic

# of Fairs

Fairs

Staff Trainings

4

1,6,8,9

Public Announcements

3

2,7,9

Crisis Plan Documents

3

1,3,5

Use of Emergency Response Team Members

3

1,4,9

Two-way Radio

1

3

Signs

1

7

The techniques used at the most fairs to train their staff were staff trainings,
public announcements, crisis documents, and use of Emergency Management Team.
Some fairs even utilize more than one category to prepare their staff.
We have trainings. Twice a year we have trainings one is in the interim
and the other shortly before fair starts for staff and volunteers. We do use
some signage for the basics. The main tools we use are the county
Emergency Management police chief and the fire chief. The sheriff’s
department has jurisdiction over the fair. (County Fair One, p. 1).
One participant stated that their fair meets with the local Sheriff’s department for
staff trainings.
Each year before the fair have a meeting with the local Sheriff’s
department not only are they onsite they help with traffic, in relations as
well as before and after event operations. We always meet ahead of time
with our executive board. To go over what items we see as challenges so
we can reevaluate for next year. (County Fair Nine, p. 1).
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Overall, the county fairs utilized a few major categories to prepare their
staff for a crisis situation and staff trainings is the most widely used methods by
the participants.
The next question asked participants what objects, processes or tools they have in
place visible to fair attendees at all times (e.g. emergency call numbers, signs for exits).
Like the previous question, categories were formed from the responses to get a better
look at reoccurring themes that county fairs use in this area. The themes that were found
were signs informing attendee of hazards, such as E. coli or dangerous areas, emergency
response team members located on the grounds, the use of public announcements to the
fair grounds on a fair wide PA system, the visualization of the fair office for attendee
who need aid, and fair brochures that have emergency information in them (Table 4.10).
After analyzing it was found that signs are the most used artifact that fairs use to inform
attendees of crisis management and what to do in a crisis. These signs range from
informational materials to promote people to wash their hands after being by the animals
to prevent E. coli, directions to a safer shelter during severe weather, or have to evacuate
the fair.
We also put signs up for E.coli to wash your hands, don’t pet the
animals, and don’t take food in the barns. Those signs are important in
case of an E.coli breakout so there is a lot of signs and education on
that (County Fair One, p. 2).
E. coli was found to be an issue that fairs were very cognizant of and found to have many
signs to help educate the public on proper safety.
After the E.coli training we have tripled the amount of signage stating
to wash your hands. We rent 10 washing stations that our local health
department and hospitals sponsor for the fair. Each year we have the
health department man a booth by the animal barns and tell people to
wash their hands. We also have little kids wash their hands and then
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test them with iodine to show them they need to use soap. But every
barn has a sign that states to wash your hands after you return from
visiting the animals (County Fair Six, p. 2).

Table 4.10. Objects, Processes or Tools Visible to County Fair Attendees (N = 9)
Characteristic

# of Fairs

Fairs

Signs

4

1,5,6,7

Fair brochures

3

6,8,9

Emergency Response Team Members

2

3,9

PA Announcement

1

2

Visibility of Fair Office

1

4

Participants were then asked what objects, processes or tools they have in place
that are not visible to fair attendees at all times but become visible during an emergency
(e.g. flashing warning lights, volunteers to help with crowd management). The resulting
data analysis categories that were formed were the emergence of emergency management
team members such as police, sheriff’s department, fire, and EMS/first aid. The other
categories formed were PA system prepared announcements, and back-up emergency
utilities such as flash lights and generators (Table 4.11).

Table 4.11. Objects, Processes or Tools Not Visible to County Fair Attendees (N = 9)
Characteristic

# of Fairs

Fairs

Emergency Response Team Members

8

1,3,4,5,6,7,8,9

PA Announcement

5

2,3,4,6,9

Back-up Emergency Utilities

3

2,6,8
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The tool that eight of the nine county fairs utilized during a crisis that were not as
visible until a crisis are emergency response team members. Many fairs stated that in
larger crisis event the emergency response team would take over the crisis and ensure it is
solved. Overall many fairs rely on their partnerships with this group of volunteers to
ensure the safety of their fair attendees. We are really fortunate to have a great
relationship with our Sheriff’s department. They are the ones that set a precedent.
(County Fair Nine, p. 3)
Five fair participants also stated that they use prepared public announcements
when a crisis occurs, “We have a PA system we recently installed. We have staff on the
grounds available to make announcement for weather emergency” (County Fair Six, p.
3). The last category of items that become available during a crisis is emergency
response tool. One fair stated that they use flags that they place on their flag pole to
signify certain crisis levels.
I also always study the crisis plan before the fair so I know flag colors
because we have blue, green, red, and yellow and we put these up on
the flag pole if there is bad weather like a tornado for a warning to the
staff (County Fair Two, p. 1).
Finding Related to Objective Three
The final objective for this study evaluated the similarities and differences
between crisis events that have occurred at Wisconsin county fairs. The first question
asked from a provided list what types of crises their fair had faced. The list of crisis that
were listed were as follows: protest, animal escape, food related illness, animal disease,
mechanical break downs, power outage, crime, missing people, natural crisis, facility
failures, attendee health issue requiring EMS response, and ethical violations (bribes of
judges, illegal switching of animals, drug use in animals).
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Table 4.12 is a representation of the types of crisis that can happen at a fair and the
number of fairs that have that type of crisis

Table 4.12. Crises Experienced by Wisconsin County Fairs Respondents (N = 9)
Characteristic

# of Fairs

Fairs

Animal escape

7

1,2,4,6,7,8,9

Missing people

7

1,2,3,6,7,8,9

Natural event (weather)

7

1,3,4,6,7,8,9

Attendee health issue requiring EMS response

7

1,2,4,6,7,8,9

Crime (e.g. theft, assault)

5

1,3,4,6,9

Mechanical break downs (e.g. carnival rides)

3

1,6,7

Food-related illness

2

1,8

Animal disease

2

2,7

Power outage

2

6,7

Protests

1

8

Facility failures

1

6

Ethical violations

1

7

The data collected through interviews showed that the most frequent crisis to
occur in Wisconsin county fairs are animal escape, missing peoples, and natural crisis
such as a flood or tornado, and attendee health issues requiring EMS.
As a follow-up, the participants were asked to indicate of the crises they have
experienced what was the most challenging crisis they have faced (Table 4.13).
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Table 4.13. Most Challenging Crisis of Wisconsin County Fairs Respondents (N = 9)
Characteristic

# of Fairs

Fairs

Severe weather

7

1,3,4,6,7,8,9

Lost child/parent

1

2

None

1

5

Seven of the fairs named the most challenging crisis they have faced as severe
weather. Severe weather can come at a moment’s notice and cause quick planning to
take place by the fair staff.
Mother Nature is the most challenging because you can’t control it.
Where other items you can have other plans to supplement it while
weather you really can’t. We actually worked very well with media for
the extreme heat we had at last year’s fair. We had the most media
coverage this year between local new stations and radio that stopped
out and encourage people to still come to the fair because we brought in
things to help with the weather. We typically have a water bottle ban
we lifted it for sealed water bottles because of the heat. In addition to
that we had a cooling station on the south and north ends of the fair.
We also increased two cooling units that are like fans that blow cool
water. We also showcased our two air conditioned buildings (County
Fair Nine, p. 5).
Participants were then asked what their most common fair crisis is from the list of
the most common crisis at county fairs (Table 4.14). The results indicated that the
participants found the most common crises to happen at these county fairs were a lost
child/parent, severe weather, medical assistance, and parking issues.
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Table 4.14. Most Common Crisis of Wisconsin County Fairs Respondents (N = 9)
Characteristic

# of Fairs

Lost Child/parent

3

1,2,7

Severe Weather

2

3,9

Medical Assistance

1

4,8

Parking Issues

1

6

None

1

5

The most common crisis found at Wisconsin county fairs is a lost child with the
fairs that list this as a common issue also called this crisis a “lost parent” because most of
the cases it is the child who is coming to the office. The fairs that listed this as the most
common crisis also stated that this is a crisis that can happen often but it is important to
stay calm and try to help the child stay calm as well.
Lost children are our most common crisis. Every day there are lost and
misplaced children. We have the fairgrounds divided into grids and
staff knows their areas. Each staff member gets an area and the
description of the child. Then the staff systematically searches for the
child. It is hard when a child lost the parent. Just try to calm the child
down and wait for the parents (County Fair One, p. 5).
When analyzing the data collected about what participants found to be the most
challenging and the most common crisis the research found an interesting finding. It was
found that the most challenging crisis are not considered the most common crisis and the
most common crisis are not considered very challenging. This interpretation can be seen
in Figure 2.

87

Texas Tech University, Jenna Crayton, May 2017

Figure 2. Most Challenging and Common Crises of County Fair Participants
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CHAPTER V
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
Introduction
The purpose of this study was to evaluate the crisis management preparation and
implementation at Wisconsin county fairs. As little previous research has been
conducted on this topic, the researcher was seeking to find a way to assist those in the
Wisconsin fair industry by providing them with some insights and knowledge that would
help it improve and enhance their crisis communication and management efforts to have
a positive image in the mind of the average consumer. Through a descriptive study using
multiple collection methods, the research examined the following objectives:
1. Evaluate the crisis management plans of Wisconsin county fairs according to
the CrisComScore Crisis Communication Scorecard.
2. Evaluate the differences and similarities of Wisconsin county fairs
implementation of their crisis communication plans during a crisis.
3. Evaluate the similarities and differences between crisis events that have
occurred at Wisconsin county fairs.
Conclusions and Discussions of Objective One
Objective one sought to evaluate the crisis communication plans of the
participating Wisconsin county fairs. This was an objective because the researcher
wanted to get a more in-depth look into the developed crisis management preparation and
practices of county fairs. As organizations, county fairs need to be as prepared for crises
as a more traditional organization. The researcher believed the best way to analyze if the
Wisconsin fair industry was properly managing crisis was to evaluate their plans.

89

Texas Tech University, Jenna Crayton, May 2017

When researching this objective, the researcher found that of the sample (N = 9),
all of the participants had some form of crisis plan. Of the nine participants, the
researcher was able to evaluate seven plans against the CrisComScore instrument. It was
found that five of the seven plans that were evaluated were implementing emergency
response documents not crisis management documents. This made a vast difference
when evaluating the plans against the CrisComScore instrument. An emergency plan
will not have the necessary aspects that create an effective crisis management tool. The
researcher evaluated the emergency plans against the evaluation tool to find the holes in
the plans to give better recommendations to the participating fairs.
After evaluating the seven plans using the CrisComScore card it was found that a
majority of the plans that the county fairs were utilizing are not up to the standard of what
proper crisis management must possess. When looking at the phases of the
CrisComScore evaluation tool it was found that for Phases One, Two and Three County
Fair One and Nine were the only fairs that were utilizing plans that were considered to be
effective in these phases. County Fairs Four, Five, Six, Seven, and Eight all fell below
the baseline of achieving a score of three or higher hence their plans are considered to not
be effective in those phases of the evaluation tool. It was also found that for Phases Four
and Five no county fair plan met the baseline of effectiveness. This information shows
that the participating fairs are lacking in these two areas across the board or they possibly
do not even have aspects of that phase in their plan at all. Then when comparing the
county fair plans overall it was found that as a unit the participating county fairs did not
meet the baseline for an effective crisis management plan on any phase of the evaluation
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tool. This shows that the participating fairs are not using the proper and effective crisis
management plans to manage crises to the best of their ability.
Looking at the CrisComScore evaluation tool it was found that the tool’s phases
lined similarly to Mitroff’s Five-Stage Model for proper crisis management. Mitroff
suggests that the Five-Stage Model for crisis management to be used to ensure proper
crisis management (Coombs, 2015). The model lists the sages of proper crisis
management to be signal detection, probing and prevention, damage containment,
recovery, and learning (Coombs, 2015). This model was used to evaluate in which
aspects the county fair’s crisis management plan needs to improve upon with in the
model to aid in proper crisis management.
The data suggests that County Fairs One and Nine are the only fairs to have plans
that are effective in Phases One, Two, and Three of the evaluation tool. This means that
these two fairs are the only two that are effective in the use of signal detection, probing
and prevention, and damage containment for proper crisis management (Coombs, 2015).
Knowing this it is important for the five other fairs being evaluated to improve their plans
to include sections on how to be better at signal detection and ways to prevent potential
crisis, as well be detail on the steps need to be done to contain and handle a crisis. The
data also suggests that no county fair plan has proper plans containing Phases Four or
Five. According, to the model that means the plans did not include enough on the
recovery and learning that happen after the crisis completion. These sections of a crisis
management plan are crucial to continued proper crisis management. This is because
recovery deals with how an organization works to return to normalcy after a crisis and the
learning section allows for observations to be made on how to improve crisis
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management for the future (Coombs, 2015). Both of these stages are imperative to
continue crisis management for any organization and the Wisconsin county fair industry
needs to ensure these are management activities they are doing and planning for.
When looking closely at what specific areas wit in each section that the county
fairs did not have included in their plans the topic of media was consistently left out of
the county fair plans. The topic of media and how to keep them updated and involved in
a crisis event was not in any of the county fairs plans. This is concerning to see because
today we live in a world were information access is at our figure tips and is being spread
at a fast rate. It is imperative for an organization like county fairs to be prepared for
media in the event of a crisis since their events effect so many. To not even have any
plan in place on how to handle media is concerning. It is especially concerning looking
at it from the stand point of reputation.
A reputation is an evaluation stakeholders make about how well an organization is
meeting stakeholder expectations based on its past behaviors (Coombs, 2007).
According to the situational crisis communication theory, having a positive reputation
can attract customers, generate investment interest, improve financial performance,
attract top-employee talent, and increase the return on assets (Coombs, 2007). Most of
the information stakeholder’s receive about organizations is derived from the news media
(Coombs, 2007). This is why media coverage is an important feature of reputation
management (Coombs, 2007). Knowing how important media is to reputation county
fairs truly need to plan more for media in their crisis management effort to aid in
reputation management and continue to bring in attendees each year to educate them on
agriculture.
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Overall, the study found that Wisconsin county fairs need to implement better
crisis management plans overall. The plans need to follow Mitroff’s Five-Stage model
for crisis management to ensure they are planning fully and have an effective crisis
management plan. The county fairs should also think about how proper planning for
media can aid in reputation management. By having an effective plan it aids in the
proper crisis management practices during the fair events and helps to establish a positive
image in the eyes of the fair attendees.
Conclusions and Discussions of Objective Two
Objective two sought to evaluate the differences and similarities of Wisconsin
county fairs’ implementation of their crisis communication plans during a crisis. This
was created as an objective to find if county fairs truly differentiate the way they handle
crisis situations as well as how they perceive certain common crisis situations. This
research objective was evaluated through the use of questions asked during the semistructured interviews.
While evaluating the questions focusing on similarities and differences of actions
of crisis management that county fairs make during crises, it was found that most county
fairs have a similar interpretation of how prepared they are for a crisis of any kinds. The
data show that the mean for how prepared the participants are for a crisis is 6.90 out of
10. This showed that most county fairs in Wisconsin felt that they were prepared for
many crises but they could never be prepared for every crisis. The fairs that found
themselves below the mean aim for better crisis management through better development
of a crisis management plans, and utilization of their crisis response resources such as
staff, emergency response teams, and public announcements.

93

Texas Tech University, Jenna Crayton, May 2017

County fairs also showed their similarities when it came to the tools and ways
county fairs prepare their staff for a crisis. It was found that most county fairs prepare
their staff for crisis situations through staff trainings they put on. This was an interesting
finding to see that county fairs would have the time to train their staff specifically on
crisis. It shows that the county fairs feel that taking time out of their schedule training for
proper crisis repose is important to them. This shows they are making strides to being
more prepared for crises to occur.
More similarities were found between county fairs when evaluating what articles
and such are available for fair attendees at all times related to crisis. Most of the fairs
stated that informational/educational signs were the most used way to inform their public
on crisis at all times. These signs included anything from indication of severe weather
shelters, caution signs, and signs to wash your hands after touching an animal to prevent
E. coli. These signs are the way that the most county fairs have chosen to frame their
continual crisis management practices to their attendees. Framing theory states that the
way a situation is explained, or framed, has a direct impact on how the audience
perceives it (Sellnow & Seeger, 2013). The way that the county fairs framed potential
threats of crisis is to inform the public through non-threatening signs. The signs formed a
non-invasive and threatening way to frame potential fair related crises.
Lastly, the fairs agreed again on what aspects for crisis management are brought
out during a crisis that would normally not be seen. Seven of the county fairs participants
stated that the emergency management teams would take over in the incident of a large
crisis and would normally not be seen as much until a crisis occurs. This showed that in
large crisis situations the county fair relays heavily on outside resources to aid in the
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crisis management. It also shows when the participants think of a crisis they tend to think
of incidents that are large enough to need the emergency response team. This is an
important aspect to know because it is important for county fairs to plan for the small
crisis too and not just the large ones that they allow the emergency response team to
handle.
From the research we found that there are many more similarities than differences
between Wisconsin county fairs and the way they perceive and handle crisis situations.
The similarities that were found were in how fairs handle crisis and prepare for it. These
findings can aid in the development of more well thought out and complete crisis
management plans that the fairs need.
Conclusions and Discussions of Objective Three
The final objective was created to evaluate the similarities and differences
between crisis events that have occurred at Wisconsin county fairs. This objective was
meant to get a better view of crises that truly do happen at county fair and not just the
idea of the types of crisis that take place at county fairs. The knowledge of crisis
situations fairs actually face will help to better create a crisis management plan because it
gives examples of crises that truly do happen and the proper procedure to manage them.
Through the research it was found that the crises that have happened to the most
county fairs are natural disasters, missing person, injured person, and animal escape. All
of these crises are found have occurred at seven different county fair participant’s
locations. From the list of previous crisis situation that the participating fairs have faced
the fairs were then asked what was the most challenging and common crisis they face.
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The research found that the most challenging crises the participants believe they
face were severe weather. For a Wisconsin fair severe weather comes in the form of
sever heat, extreme rains, hail, and tornadoes. According to Coombs (2015), severe
weather can be categories under the crisis category of natural disaster. This type of crisis
falls under the umbrella of an external crisis (Coombs, 2015). An external crisis is events
occurring outside of the organizations control and creates less organizational
responsibility for the crisis (Seeger, Sellnow, & Ulmer, 2003). It also is viewed as less
damaging to the organization’s image since the crisis was out of the control of the
organization, but it can be devastating and damaging to an organization depending on the
severity of the crisis (Seeger, Sellnow, & Ulmer, 2003). In some situations of severe
weather the devastation can be so great that the damage is caused by the event can be too
great to overcome in a single day. Knowing this it is important for county fairs to plan
for severe weather events that are common during the summer months. This allows for
the organization to be better prepared for the potential effects.
Also, it was found that the most common crisis most participating fairs have faced
is lost children/parents. Some fairs even stated that this crisis occurs at least once a day
during the duration of their fair week. This crisis falls under the crisis category of
malevolence (Seeger, Sellnow & Ulmer, 2003). This crisis type is defined as an outside
entity threatening the organization in some way. A lost child proves to be an outside
stakeholder being the child and or the parent’s threatening the fair event by causing a
search for the child or parent. This takes man power and time that take those resources
away from other aspects of the events that they would otherwise be at. This crisis also
shows threat to the organization if the lost child was due to kidnapping that is a direct
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example of how an outside entity is affecting the image and effectiveness of the
organization through a criminal act. Coombs states, that malevolent crisis are external
crisis. As stated before the amount of damage this type crisis ensues on an organization
depends on its severity (Seeger, Sellnow, & Ulmer, 2003).
It was also interesting to find that the most challenging crisis of severe weather
was not high on the list of most common crises that take place at the county fairs. It was
also found that the most common crisis of a lost child was not considered to be very high
on the list of challenging crisis that fairs have faced. These findings bring out an idea
that do fairs find crisis that they do not see it very often such as severe weather
challenging because they do not occur very often. That being said do they find a lost
child crisis to be unchallenging because it is so common. The findings have unveiled this
idea of why the county fairs participants responded to the interview question in the way
they did and how crisis is even framed in their own minds.
Overall, this objective allowed the researcher to get a better look at what crises
truly do happen at county fairs in Wisconsin. This information can be used to better
develop a crisis management plan and hopefully prevent not only the challenging crises
but the common crises as well.
Recommendations
After completing the data analysis for this study, the researcher created
recommendations for the Wisconsin fair industry and for future researchers.
Wisconsin fair industry recommendations.
The first recommendation for the Wisconsin fair industry is for each fair to create
an actual crisis management plan to use during their events. The study found that of the
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seven plans evaluated only two of the plans were categorized as crisis management plans.
Taking the time and effort to create an actual crisis management plan will give the fairs
more of a direction on how to properly handle a crisis in a faster manner then trying to
piece together information from an emergency plan. In crisis time can be crucial to the
amount of damage a crisis can create. To have a full document prepared to use during a
crisis can help save time during a time sensitive event.
Another recommendation is for county fairs to use Mitroff’s Five-Stage model for
crisis management to create or update a crisis management plan. The data from the study
show that the crisis management plans evaluated were not effective documents for proper
crisis management at organizations such as county fairs. This model describes what
aspects of proper crisis management need to be followed to ensure the organization is
prepared for crises. The stages in this model to be followed are signal detection,
prevention, containment, recovery, and learning. These aspects of crisis management
should be the backbone to the county fair’s crisis management plans. Plans using this
model will definitely be prepared for every stage in crisis management and aid in the
reputation management of the county fair.
The third recommendation for the Wisconsin county fair industry is when creating
and updating a crisis management plan includes information on how to handle media.
The plans evaluated demonstrated that they included no plans on how to handle media
during a crisis. Having a spokesperson designated and plans on how to handle the media
during a crisis can aid in the proper representation of the situation and the organization
during a crisis. Hence it is important for fairs to prepare to deal with the media that will
come during a crisis.
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Also when creating a crisis management plan, Wisconsin county fairs should
include plans for what they consider to be the most challenging crisis that they face. This
study found that most fairs find this to be severe weather. If that is the case create a
section to ensure that the fair can somewhat prepare for the crisis that scares them to
alleviate some of the stress and discomfort that some with a challenging crisis.
Recommendations for future research.
This study was the first of its kind evaluating the crisis management and
preparation efforts of Wisconsin county fairs. That being said, the researcher has
recommendations for future research in this area. The first recommendation is that if
future research is to be done on county fairs researchers need to conduct research outside
of the fair season. The fair season for Wisconsin falls between the months of June to
September. During this time many of the fair officials that would aid in the study are
busy preparing for the fair events. This could affect the response rate and time of the
samples and halt data collection. The researcher for this study aimed to being data
collection during the prime Wisconsin fair season and faced set-backs in data collection
because of the availability of research participants. The researcher suggests to avoid the
prime fair season when collecting any data on county fairs the require data from fair
officials and, if possible, create an incentive for participation. Response rate to the study
was very low. The potential for an incentive may pursue more of the sample to agree to a
study.
Another recommendation for data collection is if a researcher chooses to conduct
a study of Wisconsin county fairs they should try to collect data at the annual Wisconsin
Association of Fairs convention in early January. Collecting data at this location would
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aid in the response rates as well as give the researcher opportunity to conduct focus
groups of this population that otherwise would be impossible.
The researcher also makes the recommendation to use Telephone interviews for
this population if they are unable to attend the convention. The participants for the study
enjoyed the freedom of a phone interview with fitting it into their busy schedule. It is
also a very inexpensive way to reach a population that is far away and still be able to
collect rich data.
Another recommendation for future researchers is to conduct a risk assessment of
county fairs. This assessment can aid in the development of what risks county fairs
realistically face. The assessment can be a great resource to start forming objectives of
study on the topic of fair crisis management.
The last recommendation is for future researchers to collect the different signs
that are used to frame crisis management at county fairs. This would be a great
undergraduate research opportunity to see collect crisis management themed signs used at
county fairs to find the way they truly frame an idea of crisis management and if these
frame are effective on the interpretation of fair attendees.
Summary
This study had three research objectives that focused on crisis management of
Wisconsin county fairs. These objectives were researched through the use of a crisis
management plan evaluation tool and 10-question research guide used during semistructured interviews. It was found while researching the objectives that Wisconsin
county fairs need to improve upon their crisis management plans to aid in their crisis
management efforts. The researcher also found that county fairs depend heavily on staff
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trainings, information signs, and emergency response teams when preparing for and
responding to crisis situations. Lastly, the research found that Wisconsin county fairs
face many crisis situations. Most of the fairs have faced animal escape, natural disaster,
lost person, and attendee health issues. Out of these crises the county fair participants
believe that severe weather can be the most challenging to their organization because of
its unpredictability. Also, the most common crises fairs face is lost child/lost parents.
The data gathered from this study can be utilized to help Wisconsin county fairs better
their crisis management practices and prepare for crisis on a more effective level.
Wisconsin county fairs are one of the biggest tourist attractions in the state
servicing three million fair attendees annually. Wisconsin county fairs not only bring in
the opportunity for great revenue to the state economy, but also the great opportunity for
crisis. It is imperative that the fair industry as a whole aid is the implementation of
proper crisis management practice of the fairs. This is because with proper crisis
management fair attendee will not have negative views of the fairs and the fairs
reputation and image can continue to be positive in the eyes of the consumer. The
findings from this study hope to aid in the implementation and the utilization of a welldeveloped crisis management plans and well trained staff at Wisconsin county fairs. To
aid the county fair industry in implementation of safe and well developed crisis
management practice. This is the best remedy for successful fair season full of animals,
crafts, concerts, food, and fun.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A: Study Population: Wisconsin Stated Aided County Fairs
Adams County Fair

Forest County Fair

Ashland County Fair

Grant County Fair

Athens Fair

Green County Fair

Barron County Fair

Green Lake County Fair

Bayfield County Fair

Iowa County Fair

Blake's Prairie Jr Fair

Iron County Fair

Brown County Fair

Jackson County Fair

Buffalo County Fair

Jefferson County Fair

Burnett County Agricultural Fair

Juneau County Fair

Calumet County Fair

Kenosha County Fair

Central Burnett County Fair

Kewaunee County Fair

Central Wisconsin State Fair

La Crosse Interstate Fair

Clark County Agricultural Society

Lafayette County Fair

Columbia County Fair

Lincoln County Fair

Crawford County Fair

Lodi Agricultural Fair

Dane County Fair

Manitowoc County Fair

Dodge County Fair

Marinette County Fair

Door County Fair

Marquette County Fair

Dunn County Fair

Monroe County Fair

Eau Claire County Youth Fair

Northern Wisconsin State Fair
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Elroy County Fair

Oconto County Fair

Florence County Fair

Oneida County Fair

Fond du Lac County Fair

Outagamie County Fair

Polk County Fair Society, Inc

Stoughton Junior Fair

Portage County Fair

Taylor County Fair

Portage County Fair (Rosholt)

Trempealeau County Fair

Price County Fair

Vernon County Fair

Racine County Fair

Vilas County Fair

Richland County Fair

Walworth County Fair

Rock County 4-H Fair

Washburn County Junior Fair

Rusk County Junior Fair

Washington County Fair

Sauk County Fair

Waukesha County Fair

Sawyer County Fair

Waupaca County Fair

Shawano County Fair

Waushara County Fair

Sheboygan County Fair

Winnebago County Fair

St. Croix County Fair

Wisconsin Valley Fair
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Appendix B: Participant Recruitment Email
June 23, 2016
Fair Board Member
Address
Dear Fair Board Member,
My name is Jenna Crayton, and I am an Agricultural Communications Master student at
Texas Tech University in Lubbock, TX. While I am pursuing my master’s degree in
Texas, I was raised on my family’s dairy farm in Oak Creek, WI. Living and working on
my family’s dairy farm developed my passion for agriculture. My passion for agriculture
was also developed through my 12 year involvement in Racine County 4-H. 4-H allowed
me to execute my knowledge and passion by being a junior and open class exhibitor at
the Racine County, and Wisconsin State Fairs. I was even the 2013 Racine County
Fairest of the Fair and the 2nd runner-up at the 2014 Wisconsin State Fairest of the Fairs
Convention.
Through my experience in the Wisconsin fair industry I have developed a respect and
love for the fair industry. This has led me to focus my thesis research on the Wisconsin
fair industry. As you know at every large scale event such as a fair, there are inherent
risks and potential crisis situations. With that being said, the purpose of my research is to
determine the extent that county fairs in Wisconsin are prepared for possible crisis events.
I am writing you today to ask for your help in my research. Your fair is one that was
randomly selected to be a part of this study. I am asking if we could meet at your fair
office to conduct an interview or hold a phone interview to discuss the crisis management
preparation and related procedures for your fair. Potentially sensitive personal and fairrelated information will not be collected through our interview.
Your participation in this research will not only help me in my graduate school research,
but the results may help the Wisconsin fair industry and its crisis management practices.
Thank you for considering my request for your time to complete my thesis and master’s
program. If you can please contact me at your earliest convenience, it would be greatly
appreciated. You can contact me through email jenna.crayton@ttu.edu or by telephone
(414)-899-2186. I look forward to hearing back from you.
Many Thanks,
Jenna Crayton
Agricultural Communications Master Student
Texas Tech University
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Appendix C: Participant Consent Form
What is this project studying?
The study is called “Crisis Management Preparation of Wisconsin County Fairs.” There has been
little research as to how agricultural fairs prepare for a possible crisis during the fair’s run.
Examining what county fairs do for preparation may help fairs better manage crisis, and we hope to
publish the findings widely to make it as beneficial as possible.
What would I do if I participate?
In this study, you will be asked to complete an interview (face-to-face at your location preferred or
on the phone) with Ms. Jenna Crayton, a Wisconsin resident who is completing her master’s degree
in Agricultural Communications at Texas Tech University. Jenna will be using the data collected to
create a master’s thesis. Ten scripted interview questions focused on how your fair prepares for
possible crisis events during the fair. Some questions will be about your thoughts. Some will be
about how you feel and what you do. You will also be asked to share any items that illustrate your
fair’s planning and preparation for a possible crisis.
Can I quit if I become uncomfortable?
Yes, absolutely. Your participation is completely voluntary. Dr. David Doerfert (Jenna Crayton’s
major professor) and the Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board have reviewed the
questions and think you can answer them comfortably. You may skip any question you do not feel
comfortable answering. You can also stop answering questions at any time. You are free to leave
any time you wish. You can keep all the benefits of participating even if you stop. Participating is
your choice. However, we do appreciate any help you are able to provide.
How long will participation take?
We are asking for 30-45 minutes of your time.
How are you protecting privacy?
While the interview will be audio recorded, a transcript will be prepared from the recording. Your
name and any other names or identifiers (e.g. county name) will be replaced with a non-descriptive
identifier (e.g.County #1) prior to conducting data analysis and producing the final thesis document.
How will I benefit from participating?
The results of the study will provide insight as to how Wisconsin agriculture fairs are preparing for
a crisis event. This insight may help other counties in their preparation as well as provide you with
insights that cold enhance your efforts.
I have some questions about this study. Who can I ask?
 The study is being conducted under the supervision of Dr. David from the Department
of Agricultural Education & Communications at Texas Tech University. For questions,
you can call him at 806-834-4477 or you can email him at david.doerfert@ttu.edu.



TTU also has a Board that protects the rights of people who participate in research. You
can call to ask 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 email questions to www.hrpp@ttu.edu.
_____________________________________________
Signature
_____________________________________________
Printed Name

________________
Date

This consent form is not valid after May 31, 2017.
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Appendix D: Interview Questionnaire

1. How prepared do you feel your fair is for a crisis of any kind? On a scale of 0-10.
0 being not prepared for any type of crisis and 10 being prepared for any type of
crisis.

2. Does your fair have a written crisis management plan? (If yes go to Question 3,If
no go to Question 4

3. May I examine your written crisis management plan utilizing a crisis
communication evaluation tool? (If yes, secure document in print or digital form
before leaving interview; if no, move to question 3)

4. What objects, processes or tools do you utilize to help prepare the staff for a
possible crisis event? (e.g. signs, fire drills, prepared announcements).

5. What objects, processes or tools do you have in place visible to fair attendees at
all times? (e.g. emergency call numbers, signs for exits)

6. What objects, processes or tools do you have in place that are not visible to fair
attendees at all times but become visible during an emergency (e.g. flashing
warning lights, volunteers to help with crowd management)
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7. Has your fair ever faced a crisis situation? If yes what was the crisis and what
happened? (If yes go to questions 6-9, If no go to question 10)
 Protest
 Riots
 Animal escape
 Food related illness
 Animal disease (e.g. swine influenza)
 Mechanical break downs (e.g. carnival rides)
 Power outage
 Crime (e.g. theft, assault)
 Missing people (e.g. child, and senior)
 Natural crisis (e.g. flood, tornado)
 Fire
 Facility failures (e.g. stage collapse)
 Attendee health issue requiring EMS response
 Ethical violations (e.g. bribes of judges, illegal switching of animals, drug
use in animals)
 Other

8. From the crises you have listed above, what do you consider to be the most
challenging crisis your fair has faced?

a. What was the outcome of the crisis?
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b. Have you altered your crisis preparation plan since the occurrence?

9. What is the most common crisis you face at your fair?

a. How frequently does this type of crisis occur?

b. What is your procedure to handle this crisis?

c. Has your crisis procedures changed over time in this crisis area?

10. This concludes the questions that I have. Is there anything you would like to share
about your crisis preparation I did not ask about?
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Appendix E: Crisis Management Plan Crisis Communication Scorecard
COMMUNICATIO
N TASK

PERFORMANCE INDICATOR

SCALE

1.1 Knowing the
public groups and
their media use

1.1.1 The various public groups are identified
according to how they seek and receive
information about risks.
Explanation: The relevant public groups are
identified, and it is well known and analyzed
how they seek and receive risk information.
People use different communication channels
and react differently to information based on
their experience of risks and crises and cultural
background. Vulnerable groups should be
listed, e.g. schools and homes for the elderly.
Knowing the relevant) public groups and how
they tend to seek information helps in making
the right choice of media during a crisis.

1 2

1.1.2 It is known which sources and
intermediaries the various public groups
consider reliable.
Explanation: People will trust some sources
more than others and this influences the
‘communication climate’. A message that is
received from a trustworthy channel is
accorded greater credibility. Trust in sources
differs among public groups and can be
affected by rumors, e.g. on the Internet.

1 2

1 = This is not taken
cognizance of
2 = Its importance has been
recognized, but hardly any
action is being taken
3 = We act on this to
some extent but not
systematically
4 = This is to a large extent a
systematic part of the action
5 = This is fully a
systematic part of the
action
0 = Do not know, or this
PHASE 1. PREPARATION (PREDICTION, PREPAREDNESS AND MITIGATION) indicator is not relevant
for our organisation

114

3 4

5

0

Open space
for
comments:

3 4

Open space
for
comments:

5

0

Texas Tech University, Jenna Crayton, May 2017

1.2 Monitoring of
risk perception and
general public
understanding of
risks

1.2.1 Regularly, studies are arranged to
analyses risk perception and the
information needs of public groups.
Explanation: Monitoring provides
information on how groups of citizens see
risks. Surveys can be conducted on a regular
basis, and there can be a continuous
monitoring of news media content along
with online discussions to follow what kind of
information needs people have. The results
need to be interpreted and explained to
others in the response organization. Even if
gathering these data is the task of another
organization, the responsibility nevertheless
remains for internally disseminating the
information and making sure that it is
sufficient.

1 2

1.3 Contribution
to the general
public
preparedness

1.3.1 Different means of communication are
used to educate and instruct people how to
be prepared for various types of risks.
Explanation: For educational purposes a
diversity of means and channels should be
used, e.g. preparatory campaigns in the
media and discussions in schools, e.g., the
content of an emergency kit at home, when
to close doors, windows and ventilation
channels, how to act in the case of a fire,
poor quality of drinking water, flooding or
threat of terrorism.

1 2

1.3.2 Background information is given to
further explain causes and consequences of
risks.
Explanation: Background information leads
to better understanding and motivates
people to act according to advice. For
instance, how a vaccine works and what
radiation is. A balance is needed as there
should be enough and not too much
information given actively, while more
details can be made available online such as
maps showing industrial and other risks in
the area.

1 2 3 4
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1.4 Establishing
cooperation with
news media and
journalists for crisis
situations

1.4.1 The various news media and key
journalists are known. Explanation: It is
known which the main news media are, both
locally and nationally. Names and
specializations of journalists in public and
commercial channels are listed. Relations
with journalists are regular. An up-to-date
media database is maintained along with
email lists to enable the various categories of
the media to be reached without delay.

1 2

1.4.2 Media coverage of risk information is
stimulated throughout the year.
Explanation: Discussion with journalists
about risks, consequences and preparation
takes place. The media are encouraged to
provide information about risks and how to
prepare for them by being given enough
background information, e.g. in press
briefings. Risks that are not likely to happen
or are constantly present do not fit the news
criteria well.

1 2

1.4.3 Media coverage on risks is followed
and analyzed. Explanation: Monitoring is
done to discover and actively correct
possible misperceptions in the media via
the organization’s own channels, but also
to determine the needs of public groups as
portrayed in the news.

1 2

1.4.4 Cooperation with the news media,
focusing on the interests of citizens and
protecting victim privacy, is initiated.
Explanation: Guidelines for public
notification are provided. The organization
also develops procedures to protect victims
and families, in the event of a crisis, from
overwhelming media attention. A dialogue
with journalists is established regarding the
organization’s objective of finding a balance
between the need to report the incident and
the requirements of official investigations.
Matters for discussion include, for instance,
avoiding drawing attention to a criminal act
that may lead to the copying by others of
the same violent behavior or publishing
graphic pictures that could cause panic.

1 2
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1.5 Improving
preparedness in the
organization and in
the network of
response
organizations

1.5.1 The responsibilities and tasks of
1 2 3 4 5 0
communication experts in relation to response
management in the organization and within the Open space
for
response network are clearly laid down.
comments:
Explanation: The roles and competencies of
communication experts are clarified with
response managers. This requires: a
communication expert in the crisis command
center who takes part in strategic crisis
management, a competent team to operate
and conduct crisis communication, and the
possibility to build up a backup team for
communication tasks when needed, e.g. for
monitoring, and web updating during crises.
Competence profiles can be established for
communication experts working with
journalists, the social media, web editors,
call centre coordinators, etc.
1.5.2 Agreements are made regarding
1 2 3 4 5 0
coordination in the network of response
organizations, including responsibilities for
Open space
communication. Explanation: In order to
for
cooperate efficiently the communication
comments:
responsibilities of the organizations involved
should be transparent to others in the
network. Also, ‘up scaling procedures’ should
be clear, i.e. in situations where the
coordination of communications
moves up from the local to the regional and
national levels. It should be established who
are involved during the different crisis phases
in coordinating communication, as this may
change from the early to later phases.
Agreements may also concern when specific
crisis facilities will be used, such as a national
crisis website and call center.
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1.5.3 Communication plans and strategies for
1 2 3 4 5 0
various crisis scenarios are developed within
individual organizations as well as with other
Open space
participants in the response network.
for
Explanation: Communication plans need to be
comments:
developed for the organization in question.
However, it is not enough that individual
organizations have crisis communication
plans; such plans should be synchronized to
match the plans of the other key participants
in the network. Communication plans and
strategies can be developed for several
scenarios, e.g. a pandemic, power cut or
terrorism attack.
These, plans, including prepared warning
messages and information campaigns, should
be tested for effectiveness.
1.5.4 Local organizations, institutions and
companies, are stimulated to draw up their
own crisis communication plans and
exercises. Explanation: the preparedness of
other organizations outside of the response
network, e.g. schools, homes for the elderly
and companies, should be encouraged to the
extent that they formulate their own crisis
communication plans and exercises.
Agreements on cooperation in a crisis
situation should be discussed.
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1.6 Improving
facilities and the
availability of
manpower

1.7 Improving
information
exchange and
training of crisis
communication
activities in the
organization and
within the
response network

1.6.1 Communication facilities to serve public
groups and exchange information within the
response network in a timely and effective
manner are arranged.
Explanation: For communication with
different publics, facilities are arranged that
include alert systems (e.g. sirens and cell
broadcasts), group emails and social media
interventions. The crisis website and call
center needs enough capacity to field the
expected volume of inquiries from citizens
and thus could be set up on the regional or
national level. The Information and
Communication System within the response
network should be independent of public
telephone systems, including mediated
communication (e.g. via group email and
phones) between the crisis command center
and the crisis site, as well as among the
response network partners.

1 2

1.6.2 The pooling of communication
expertise is arranged and there is enough
manpower for each communication task.
Explanation: The pooling of communication
expertise is needed in major crises, e.g.
within a district. Also, it should be ensured
that there is sufficient manpower for a
three-shift 24-hour operation in the event
of a long lasting emergency. In particular, a
major and long-lasting crisis requires the
pooling of manpower and expertise.

1 2

1.7.1 Knowledge of the responsibilities of
other parties, persons to be contacted,
procedures and means for the exchange of
information in the organization and within the
response network is established in advance.
Explanation: Exchange of information should
be arranged to gain familiarity with the
organization’s partners so that it is not only
after a crisis has occurred that they meet
each other for the first time. Procedures of
information exchange are established so
that everybody knows whom to contact and
how in the case of a crisis, and how
information will be shared, including
between shifts, about decisions made and
the reasons for them.

1 2 3 4 5 0
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1.7.2 Training for communication expertise

1 2 3

4

5 0

and skills is offered for communication officers
and response managers.
Open space for
Explanation: Continuous education for

comments:

communication should be provided so that
different competence profiles are developed
both for communication experts and
managers. Different competencies are
needed
for,
e.g. spokespersons,
1.7.3
Crisis
exercises
emphasizingwebsite
editors; call center
officers, and
those who
communication
are conducted
regularly.
monitor the online and traditional media.
Explanation: Exercises in advance enable the
Training may include certification, so that
practicing of roles and tasks, as well as
only certified personnel will be able to do
coordination of the communication within an
certain tasks.
individual organization and between the
response organizations.
These exercises can be undertaken for the
different crisis phases and input by citizens
and media should also be simulated. A
PHASE 2. WARNING
thorough evaluation should be conducted.
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2.1 Targeting and
distribution of
warning messages

2.1.1 Channels for public warning are selected
carefully. This includes both news media (press
and broadcasting) and direct channels of
communication.
Explanation: Procedures for public notification
are followed, and warnings are sent to publics
via different communication channels, reaching
more public groups. People use and trust
different information sources. In the choice of
media, attention should also be paid to
reaching vulnerable groups (e.g. handicapped),
who should be listed. Special groups (e.g.
speakers of minority languages) can be
effectively addressed, for instance via
intermediaries.

1 2

3 4

5 0

Open space
for
comments:

2.1.2 The core content of the warning is the same 1 2 3 4 5 0
for everyone while additional information is given
to specific public groups.
Open space
Explanation: Public information must be
for
coherent. However, the diversity of the public
comments:
groups can be addressed, for instance, by
including additional information on the topic in
the case of groups who are directly affected or
who do not have previous experience of a crisis
situation.
2.1.3 Public groups can easily find more
information about the warning online or
by telephone.
Explanation: For people seeking information
actively, a website should be provided with a
well-known address and well linked through
other related web pages. A phone number
should also be available, for instance a crisis
call center number, where people can obtain
more information. When the lines are busy a
tape-recorded message should at least give the
currently available information.
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2.3 Informing the
news media

2.3.1 Warning messages to the news media:
1 2 3 4 5 0
 are provided as soon as possible to the
Open space
news media
for
 provide clear information and
comments:
instructions
 give background information
about the warning in a clear and
open way.
Explanation: Message content should be
consistent with the information given
directly to public groups and any instructions
given should be clear. Essential features like
place and time should be repeated, while it
should also be stated and advice given on
how and where to find more information.
The purpose is to empower citizens so as to
prevent further damage. Background
information about the situation should also
be transparent. This demonstrates that the
response organization is reliable in its
motives and actions, and clear about its own
responsibilities.

RESPONSE ORGANISATION AND
NETWORK

2.3.2 Media coverage is monitored and
analyzed.
Explanation: Monitoring should be done to
discover possible misperceptions in the media
and correct these in the response
organization’s own channels, and also to see
what needs of public groups are described in
the news.
2.4 Information
exchange and
coordination in the
organization and
within the
response network

1 2

3 4

5 0

Open space
for
comments:

2.4.1 In the organization and within the
1 2 3 4 5 0
response network warnings and initial
Open space
information about the organization’s own
activities are actively shared. Other participants for
comments:
in the response network are consulted when
formulating key warning messages.
Explanation: In the warning phase it is
important to operationalize the network
cooperation, so that there is an exchange of
current activities. This ensures that the key
warning messages of the different response
organizations are consistent. Contradictory
messages create confusion among the
publics, hinder rescue operations and lessen
trust towards response organizations.
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PHASE 3. CRISIS RESPONSE (EMERGENCY)

3.1 Instructions
on how to
prevent further
damage

3.2 Clarifying the
situation to help
public groups to
cope with the
situation

3.1.1 Instructions are given in a clear
manner, including how and where to get
more information.
Explanation: Instructions should be given as
clearly as possible. They should be short, with
repetition of important guidelines. Instructions
should be issued separately from background
information and emotional messages.

1 2

3.1.2 The information targeted at citizens is
updated
continuously.
Explanation:
Instructive information provided via call
centers and web pages must be correct and
up to date.

1 2

3.1.3 All public groups, including vulnerable
groups, have access to information.
Explanation: The diversity of public groups
should be taken into account by using various
channels of communication. Possible stress or
anger on the part of certain involved groups
should also be taken into consideration.

1 2

3.1.4 Citizens are encouraged to use their social
networks. Explanation: Personal networks
function as an effective information source,
through which the response organization’s
messages can also be distributed. Persons who
might not be reached by the official
information channels can then receive
information via their social networks, families
and friends.

1 2

3.2.1 Understanding of the crisis and its
circumstances is increased. Explanation: The
situation should be clarified on the basis of the
available information in order to increase
general understanding about the situation, its
duration, severity and likely consequences.

1 2

3.2.2 Empathy with the public groups affected
by the crisis is shown by official spokespeople.
Explanation: Empathy helps to overcome
uncertainty in difficult situations, and assists
psychological recovery.

1 2
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3.3 Continuous
monitoring of
needs and
perceptions of
public groups

3.4
Direct
means
of
commun
ication

3.2.3 Special attention is given to provide
information and support for those directly
affected by the emergency.
Explanation: A contact person should be
named to serve victims and families.
Professional support and post-trauma care
should be offered where needed. This also
applies to the crisis management employees,
who should be protected from media attention
and e.g. assisted in visiting the emergency
location.

1 2

3.3.1 The needs and perceptions of public
groups are monitored and analyzed, which also
involves following debate in the social media.
Explanation: Monitoring should be done by
analyzing, e.g. questions asked at the crisis
communication call center, content of social
media, results of fast surveys and so forth.
Attention is also given to foreign language
speakers and vulnerable groups, such as the
handicapped or elderly.

1 2

3.3.2 Questions and misinterpretations are
identified and addressed. Explanation: While
conducting monitoring, questions and
misunderstanding that exist should be listed to
be answered via direct communication means
or media relations. Incorrect rumors should
also be listed and addressed, e.g. by
participation in social media.

1 2

3.4.1 Direct means are used to support the
communication with diverse public groups,
which include at least a website and call center.
Explanation: Information centers need to be
built up immediately after a crisis erupts.
Communication should not be a mere one-way
distribution of messages but also facilitate
individual information seeking. At least, a wellknown and easy-to-find Internet website for
crisis situations and a call center for questions
by the public are needed. Face-to-face
meetings and communication via
intermediaries, e.g. of minority groups, should
also be considered. Depending on the
situation, written or audiovisual material as
well as social media can also be used.

1 2
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3.4.2 Sufficient and competent manpower is
allocated to provide information and respond
to public distress.
Explanation: Sufficient and well-trained staff
should be arranged for direct
communication tasks (answering requests in
a call center, updating website). Pooling of
expertise, within the organization or with
similar organizations in the district, should
be used to ensure the availability of enough
communication expertise now that the need
is at its peak.

1 2

5 0

Open space
for
comments:

3.5 Designated crisis 3.5.1 Emergency management activities are
agency spokespeople explained to journalists. Explanation: The
and services for
response organization should clarify the crisis
journalists
situation and describe the crisis management
operations (how the situation is being dealt
with,) including who are in charge. This is
done so that the news media gain a proper
overall picture of the event in order to report
on it. The way in which the organization
takes care of its media relations in this phase
should have the aim of prioritizing saving
lives and reducing harm.

1 2

3.5.2 The information provided is accurate
and trustworthy. Explanation: The
information should be thoroughly checked
and verified when needed. It is important to
relate what is known and not yet known; this
gives a clearer picture of the crisis situation
as a whole and increases understanding. To
prevent further damage, the content should
be consistent with the instructions given
directly to citizens.

1 2

3.5.3 In contacts with the media,
spokespeople clarify what happened and
show empathy with those affected.
Explanation: Spokespeople give meaning to
what has happened by stating how they
interpret the situation. Also they should show
empathy with those affected.

1 2
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3.5.4 A 24-hour media service and sufficient
trained manpower are arranged to deal with
questions from the press.
Explanation: In crisis time a round-the-clock
service is needed to answer press questions
and inform journalists about the
development of the situation. People dealing
with the media should be trained to do so.
Trained manpower should also be available
at the crisis site. In the case of a criminal act,
the requirements of official investigations
should be met and, if needed, explained.
Providing enough information about
rescue activities may help in distracting
attention away from violent acts that can
lead to copy- cat behavior by others.

1 2

3.5.5 When providing media services near to
the crisis site, the organization tries to protect
victims and family from intrusions on their
privacy and overwhelming media attention.
Explanation: Media officers at the crisis site
should provide information and point out
suitable sites for filming and photographing.
They should give instructions (e.g. with the
police) about where the media are allowed
and where not, the aim being to ensure that
while reporters are able to do their job the
privacy of (family of) victims is not
unnecessarily invaded and investigations and
rescue work are not hindered.

1 2
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3.5.6 The media coverage is monitored and
1 2 3 4 5
analyzed.
Explanation: Media reports should be scanned Open space
for
in order to spot and correct possible
comments:
misperceptions and to see what needs of
public groups are described in the media.
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3.6 Assist
cooperation in
the organization
and within the
response
network

3.6.1 Information is exchanged actively in the
1 2 3 4 5 0
organization, also between work shifts.
Open space
Explanation: Information needs to be
for
exchanged among all groups involved in the
comments:
response activities. Where work is done in
shifts, not just the decisions taken but also the
reasons why and how they were
communicated should be shared. An updated
log of press relations and other
communication activities should be kept.

3.6.2 Information is exchanged actively within
the response network, including how the
communication tasks are handled.
Explanation: It is very important that
information be exchanged about actions
taken so that the organizations within the
response network can make informed
decisions and know how their counterparts
are proceeding in communicating with the
media and citizens.

1 2

3.6.3 There is coordination in the response
network for communication tasks.
Explanation: Tasks for communication in the
organization and between other participants
in the response network must be clear.
Coordination serves consistency in
communication. When the organizations in
the network communicate along similar lines
with the media and citizens, this prevents
misunderstandings and balances resources. If
problems in cooperation with other response
organizations occur, action should be taken
to improve this.

1 2

PHASE 4. RECONSTRUCTION (RECOVERY)

127

3 4

5 0

Open space
for
comments:

3 4

Open space
for
comments:

5 0

CITIZENS

Texas Tech University, Jenna Crayton, May 2017

4.1 Instructions
for recovery
efforts

4.2 Stimulating a
more accurate
public
understanding of
the recovery and
ongoing risks

4.1.1 Clear instructions are provided which
enable citizens to recover their own life, home
and property.
Explanation: After the response phase one of
the most important things in crisis
communication is to help people regain control
over their lives, e.g. by explaining how they can
act to help themselves and their family in the
post-emergency recovery.

1 2

4.1.2 People are stimulated to contribute to
the coordinated recovery efforts in the
community by means of clear instructions.
Explanation: Collective efforts are needed for
recovery, and many are willing to assist as a
volunteer if they know how. This can be on
the level of the individual household,
neighborhood, sector, region, and/or country.
When a community, such as a school or
company, has been disrupted by an
emergency, it needs to get functioning again.
This includes not only social activities but also
e.g. rebuilding after a fire. When it takes a
long time to recuperate from a crisis, it is
important that the citizens and organizations
involved stay motivated to support the
reconstruction of e.g. their neighborhood; this
is a task that can be done by, for instance, the
municipality.

1 2

4.2.1 The information provided about the
recovery activities, and possibly ongoing danger,
is accurate and transparent.
Explanation: Citizens are in this later phase
entitled to accurate and honest information to
better understand the consequences of the
crisis, the recovery activities and ongoing risks,
e.g. the possibility of new volcanic eruptions or
earthquakes.

1 2

4.2.2 Communication about the crisis and its
consequences is open and encourages
participation in the decision-making about the
plans for recovery.
Explanation: Citizens, local communities and
organizations should have a broad
understanding of the recovery options and be
involved in decisions that have important
consequences for them, e.g. plans about how a
neighborhood is to be rebuilt.

1 2
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4.2.3 Information and care for those
directly affected by the emergency is
continued as long as they need it.
Explanation: Care, including professional
help for victims and families should continue,
depending on how serious matters are; for
example, organizing memorial events in
cooperation with the families involved.

1 2

3 4 5 0

Open space
for
comments:

4.3 Ongoing
monitoring of
needs and
perceptions of
public groups

4.3.1 The information needs and perceptions of 1 2 3 4 5 0
public groups are monitored and analyzed.
Open space
Explanation: Also in this phase, expectations
for
should be met and questions addressed.
comments:
Monitoring at this stage focuses on public
support for the recovery activities of the
response organization and the active
involvement of the public in the collective
recovery effort. The monitoring includes
reactions in the traditional and social media
and e.g. the use of surveys.

4.4 Ongoing media
relations

4.4.1 The media are encouraged to report
about and to motivate the recovery effort.
Explanation: Although the news value of the
activities in this phase is not as high as in the
emergency phase, recovery initiatives and
decisions are nevertheless newsworthy,
since paying attention to the recovery
process motivates individuals to contribute
to it. Cases could be cited that inspire
citizens and organizations to continue their
recovery efforts.

1 2

4.4.2 Empathy for those involved is present in
information given to the news media.
Explanation: Spokespeople should continue
to show empathy with those affected in
order to support psychological recovery.
This also demonstrates that those affected
are not yet forgotten.

1 2

4.4.3 The organization explains its role and
responsibility regarding the recovery.
Explanation: The organization must accept its
responsibility and communicate about it.
Organizations that caused or contributed to
the crisis will be held accountable, but other
response organizations may also encounter
criticism regarding their performance in the
response and recovery process.

1 2
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4.5 Stimulating
cooperation and
coordination in
the organization
and within the
response
network

4.4.4 The media coverage on recovery is
monitored and corrective information is
provided when needed.
Explanation: Monitoring of the organization’s
own communication channels should be
undertaken to discover and correct possible
misperceptions about recovery activities and
to see what needs of what public groups in
this phase are reported in the news.

1 2

4.5.1 Information exchange and coordination
of current tasks and issues to stimulate
recovery is arranged in the organization and
within the response network.
Explanation: Exchange of information on
recovery efforts should be enhanced and
coordinated. Although the composition of the
response network, leadership and
responsibilities changes during a crisis, the
exchange of information must be ensured so
that people remain committed to the
recovery process. Coordination of
communication prevents inconsistencies that
damage public support. Moreover, the
response organizations themselves need a
shared understanding of the factors that
could hamper the recovery. All key
institutions defined as such should have
participatory mechanisms to involve the
general public, along with affected groups
and organizations, in the recovery effort.

1 2

4.5.2 Contacts in the organization and with
other participants in the response network
are evaluated throughout the process to
improve these where needed.
Explanation: If problems relating to
cooperation within the organization
(between units) or with the other response
organizations arise, remedial action should
be taken.

1 2

PHASE 5. EVALUATION
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NEWS MEDIA

CITIZENS

5.1 Supporting
reflection

5.1.1 Public knowledge about what happened
is increased with the objective of helping
public groups to better cope with similar
situations in the future.
Explanation: Although affected public groups
may be eager to forget their recent
difficulties, it is nevertheless important from
a future perspective to look back on what
has happened.

5.2 Evaluation and
5.2.1 Public dialogues about the crisis situation
conclusions for the
its causes and consequences are promoted to
future via media and limit damage in similar cases in the future.
public debate
Explanation: Society needs to cope with
similar crises in the future and a public debate
about this helps in developing preparedness
for these. This may involve discussion about
measures to be taken to prevent or limit such
risks in the future.
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5.2.2 Media relations are evaluated
1 2 3 4 5 0
throughout the process to improve procedures
Open space
where needed.
for
Explanation: Where problems arise in
comments:
cooperation between the organization and the
media, remedial action should be taken,.
Feedback must be noted, as the tone in which
the media report the situation may indicate the
state of the relations between the two parties.
RESPONSE ORGANISATION AND
NETWORK

5.3Supporting
evaluation
and
learning
about
communication in
the
organization
and within the
response network

5.3.1 Communication is evaluated in the
individual organization and with other
participants in the response network. The
lessons learned are well documented.
Explanation: An evaluation of the
communication is needed both at the
organizational and network level, so that
performance is assessed and learning
facilitated. Lessons learned should be seen as
windows of opportunity for improvement.
Documentation enables learning from others
as well.

1 2

5.3.2 Actions are determined and initiated to
improve the coordination of future crisis
communication in the network. Explanation:
Plans should be initiated that address
concrete actions at certain phases of the crisis
situation, e.g. setting up an improvement
team with members of some organizations to
prepare a joint exercise.

1 2

131

3 4

5 0

Open space
for
comments:

3 4

Open space
for
comments:

5 0

Texas Tech University, Jenna Crayton, May 2017

Appendix F: Internal Review Board (IRB) Approval

Jun 22, 2016 1:14 PM CDT
David Doerfert
Ag Education and Communication
Re: IRB2016-527 Crisis Management Preparation of Wisconsin Rural and Urban Agricultural Fairs
Findings: Good luck with your study!
Expiration Date: May 31, 2017
Dear Dr. David Doerfert:
A Texas Tech University IRB reviewer has approved the proposal referenced above within the expedited
category of:
6. Collection of data from voice, video, digital, or image recordings made for research purposes.
7. Research on individual or group characteristics or behavior (including, but not limited to, research on
perception, cognition, motivation, identity, language, communication, cultural beliefs or practices, and social
behavior) or research employing survey, interview, oral history, focus group, program evaluation, human factors
evaluation, or quality assurance methodologies.
The approval is effective from Jun 22, 2016 to May 31, 2017. The expiration date must appear on your consent
document(s).
Expedited research requires continuing IRB review. You will receive an automated email approximately 30 days
before May 31, 2017. At this time, should you wish to continue your protocol, a Renewal Submission will be
necessary. Any change to your protocol requires a Modification Submission for review and
approval before implementation.
Your study may be selected for a Post-Approval Review (PAR). A PAR investigator may contact you to observe
your data collection procedures, including the consent process. You will be notified if your study has been
chosen for a PAR.
Should a subject be harmed or a deviation occur from either the approved protocol or federal regulations (45
CFR 46), please complete an Incident Submission form.
When your research is complete and no identifiable data remains, please use a Closure Submission to terminate
this protocol.
Sincerely,

Kelly C. Cukrowicz, Ph.D.
Chair, Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board
Associate Professor, Department of Psychological Sciences
357 Administration Building. Box 41075
Lubbock, Texas 79409-1075
T 806.742.2064 F 806.742.3947
www.hrpp.ttu.edu
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Appendix G: Wisconsin Urban and Rural County Map
Based on Office of Management and Budget (OMB) Metro Cities
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Appendix H: Wisconsin County Fair District Map
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