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ABSTRACT 

Natural disasters have and will continuously pose a threat to those in agriculture. 

August 25, 2017, Hurricane Harvey made landfall and left devastating damages along 

with catastrophic flooding, wiping out livelihoods of farmers and ranchers in South 

Texas. The agriculture industry saw a loss of over $200 million dollars with livestock, 

cotton, rice, and soybeans being the major areas to take a hit. In efforts to add research to 

the crisis communication field, this study looked at the communication between 

agricultural communicators and farmers and ranchers through the lens of the Restorative 

Rhetoric Theory as well as Coombs Three-Staged Approach. Through qualitative 

research, seven agricultural communicators holding different roles in the agriculture 

industry were interviewed to find the best way to communicate before, during, and after 

natural disasters and more specifically hurricanes. This study found that those in South 

Texas experience hurricanes on a frequent basis altering their view on how to 

communicate in natural disaster crises.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Background and Setting 

In August 2017, residents living on the southeastern coastline of Texas were 

preparing for Category 4 Hurricane Harvey with maximum sustained winds at 130 miles 

per hour. This hurricane started as a tropical wave off the African coast and would result 

in devastating, lasting effects when Harvey made landfall on the Texas coastline near 

Port Aransas on the evening of August 25, 2017, and then moved just north of Victoria, 

Tx by August 26, 2017 (NWS, 2017).  

Harvey grew rapidly, accelerating from a Category 1 early Friday morning to a 

Category 4 by evening. Its transformation from an unnamed storm to a life-

threatening behemoth took only 56 hours, an incredibly fast intensification. 

(Graczyk & Bajak, 2017, para. 11)  

Table 1 gives a breakdown of the five different categories in the Saffir-Simpson 

Hurricane Wind Scale. The breakdown in Table 1 provides a synopsis of how dangerous 

and extreme damages can be for each category, sustained winds, and what damage and 

impact can be expected. 
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Table 1 

Saffir-Simpson Hurricane Wind Scale 

Category Synopsis  Sustained Winds Damage and Impact 

One Very dangerous 

winds, will produce 

some damage 

74-95 mph 

64-82 kt 

119-153 km/h 

People, livestock, and pets 

struck by flying or falling debris 

could be injured or killed 

Two Extremely 

dangerous winds 

will cause extensive 

damage 

96-110 mph 

83-95 kt 

154-177 km/h 

Substantial risk of injury or 

death to people, livestock, and 

pets due to flying and falling 

debris 

Three (Major) Devastating damage 

will occur 

111-129 mph 

96-112 kt 

178-208 km/h 

High risk of injury or death to 

people, livestock, and pets  

Four (Major) Catastrophic damage 

will occur 

130-156 mph 

113 -136 kt 

209-251 km/h 

Very high risk of injury or death  

Five (Major) Catastrophic damage 

will occur 

156+ mph 

136+ kt 

251+ km/h 

Very high risk of injury or death, 

even if indoors in manufactured 

homes or framed homes 

Note. Sustained winds are given in three different wind measurements. Miles per hour 
(mph), knot (kt), and kilometers per hour (km/h). 

 

Hurricane Harvey would continue to sit over the southern part of Texas for six 

days leaving behind 60 inches of rain and causing historic, catastrophic flooding (Carter, 

2018; Malewitz, 2017). The southeastern part of the United States (US) was primarily 

affected by Harvey with Texas and Louisiana receiving the largest impact from the storm. 
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Hurricane Harvey was different because when meteorologists began to track this storm 

on August 13, 2017, it started as tropical wave. By August 23rd, it was predicted to turn 

into either a tropical storm or a Category 1 hurricane by the time it made landfall. Harvey 

was recorded as a Category 4 hurricane by the time it hit on August 25th. While residents 

and farmers knew a storm was coming, they did not have sufficient time to prepare for a 

Category 4 hurricane since the hurricane escalated so quickly. Figure 1 shows the path 

that Hurricane Harvey took and how the storm manifested into a Category 4 hurricane. 

Figure 2 gives the location and total amount of rainfall from Harvey. 

 

Figure 1 
Storm Progression of Hurricane Harvey 

 
Note. Photo courtesy of Kim and Park (2021). 
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Figure 2 
Location of rainfall from Hurricane Harvey in Texas 2017 

Note. Photo courtesy of NWS, 2017.  

 

In a given year, the Atlantic hurricane season starts June 1 and ends November 

30. Meteorologists have calculated from 1991 to 2020 an annual average of 14 named 

storms, seven hurricanes, and three major hurricanes (NHC, 2020). Those who live in 

Southern Texas know that hurricanes are a way of life and each year prepare for them to 

hit.  

For background information, the lead researcher interviewed Wayne Cleveland, 

executive director of Texas Grain Sorghum Producers Board, to gain insight on 

Hurricane Harvey and learn how farmers and ranchers utilize risk and crisis 

communication in South Texas (personal communication, November 6, 2021). Cleveland 
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works in the sorghum industry and communicates, educates, and works with farmers and 

ranchers who live in South Texas and gave insight on how farmers and ranchers start to 

prepare for hurricane season:  

Hurricane planning can mean this time of year [November] educating growers 

about varieties [of sorghum] that have a shorter growing season or planning 

earlier [for planting], so that you can outrun hurricanes. Also, it makes us 

steadfast and making sure that our customers understand risk management of 

purchasing and not waiting until July, which starts hurricane season for us.  

According to the National Hurricane Center (2018), Hurricane Harvey caused 

$125 billion in damage, tying it for first place with Hurricane Katrina for the most 

destructive hurricane to hit the US. Harvey was the strongest hurricane to hit Texas since 

Hurricane Carla in 1961 and the most devastating hurricane to hit the US in 13 years.  

Not only was there damage to each city in the path of Harvey, but the agriculture 

industry was also heavily affected. The agriculture industry saw more than $200 million 

losses to livestock and crop production. According to Fannin (2017), a breakdown of 

each agriculture commodity most affected and their losses are as follows: 

● Livestock: $93 million. This included loss of cattle, calves, and extensive supplies 

of hay which was meant for winter feeding 

● Cotton: $100 million. This included 200,000 bales of cotton lint that were still on 

the stalk and 200,000 harvested bales which were degraded in quality. Also, there 

was widespread loss of cottonseed. 

● Rice and soybeans: $8 million. This included 1,729 acres of soybeans which had 

been reported as failed along the Coastal Bend.  
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Bentoli (2017) reported rice was the most affected crop in Texas but damage to 

cotton crops had a bigger impact on market prices. OnFarm, now part of the SWIIM 

system (para. 2), gave a report in 2017 and mentioned “although much of the cotton had 

been harvested, much of the cotton was being stored in the fields using large blocks 

covered with tarp. These were highly vulnerable to the storm and water damage.” After 

Harvey left fields strewn with the remnants of what was expected to be a banner year for 

Texas cotton, prices experienced their biggest increase since July 2016 (Bentoli, 2017). 

W. Cleveland (personal communication, November 6, 2021) described hurricanes as 

being something that can “wipe out a crop really quickly, which can also wipe out a 

livelihood.” 

 Those living in South Texas and working in agriculture are no stranger to 

hurricanes. They also understand, depending on the year and when a hurricane hits, it will 

depend on what kind of year they have. 

“For us it’s, ‘Hey, look when it comes July were either going to have a whole 

bunch of grain or if a hurricane hits, we are going to have not so much grain and 

it’s gonna drive the price.’ The price may go up or down one way or the other,” 

(W. Cleveland, personal communication, November 6, 2021). 

 Each year, farmers and ranchers know when hurricane season hits, it is not a 

matter of if a hurricane will hit, but rather when will it hit. “It is good business to not 

even watch the weather and just prepare for a hurricane every year,” (W. Cleveland, 

personal communication, November 6, 2021). Hurricanes affect “decisions in planning 

for the upcoming year which then affects the decisions of purchasing on behalf of 

customers.” He said a key difference in sorghum and cotton is “sorghum gets planted 
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earlier than cotton and generally gets harvested earlier” meaning the sorghum industry is 

not as heavily affected during hurricane season as other agriculture commodities are. (W. 

Cleveland, personal communication, November 6, 2021) 

South Texas residents who experienced Harvey will long remember the storm and 

unfortunately, many other residents will take a long time to recover from this historic and 

unusual tropical system (NWS, 2017).  

Hurricanes Harvey, Irma, Maria, and Nate caused billions in damages in the 

southern U.S. and its territories, with Hurricane Harvey alone leading to $125 

billion in damages and earning the distinction of being “the most significant 

tropical cyclone rainfall event ever recorded in U.S. history” dropping 60.58 in. of 

rain (National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, 2021, para.16). All four 

hurricanes broke records and led to such devastation that their names were 

permanently retired. (Kinsky, Chen, & Drumheller, 2021, p.1)  

Need for the Study 

Learning how to communicate during a crisis is an ever-evolving lesson. This is 

true when it comes to communicating during a natural disaster, which is one type of crisis 

(Seeger & Sellnow, 2019). Different natural disasters require different forms of 

communication. A natural disaster can include hurricanes, tornadoes, wildfires, 

earthquakes, flooding, tsunamis, and avalanches and each needs a different message 

relayed in times of a crisis. Different kinds of crises, however, manifest different forms of 

threat and different communication exigencies (Pauchant & Mitroff, 1992). Some kinds 

of natural disasters, such as hurricanes, for example, may prompt recommendations that 

residents stockpile water and food or they evacuate (Reynolds & Seeger, 2007). 
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Just as natural disasters are never the same, communicators, scientists, and 

meteorologists are continuously learning more on how to predict these disasters and 

prepare those in the path. While some natural disasters are more predictable than others, 

it is important to continue to learn about these crises and learn how to best prepare ahead 

of time. Favor (2011) said because environmental changes and scientific advancements 

are ongoing, to keep abreast of current events and issues research is vital in this field.  

This study will add to the understanding to crisis communication during a natural 

disaster as well as how to better prepare those affected by these disasters in the future. 

With Hurricane Harvey being a recent, devastating hurricane, with how quickly it 

developed as well as how much destruction it caused, it will be beneficial to explore and 

understand how agricultural communicators communicated before, during, and after this 

event. 

Purpose and Objectives 

The purpose of this study was to understand and explore the communication 

efforts made and lessons learned from agricultural communicators during Hurricane 

Harvey in 2017. The research was guided by the following three objectives: 

1. Explore the agricultural communicators’ strategies to communicate during and 

after the hurricane. 

2. Determine the efforts made by agricultural communicators to create a natural 

disaster crisis communications plan. 

3. Determine the lessons learned by communicators during the hurricane. 
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Definition of Key Terms 

For the purpose of this study, the following terms are clarified and should be 

understood as described from an operational standpoint.  

● Agricultural Communicators: Those who were in the agriculture industry prior to 

Hurricane Harvey and communicated about the disaster. Examples include 

producers, ag journalists, Texas A&M AgriLife Extension agents, or 

communicators that work for farm or commodity groups. Texas A&M AgriLife 

Extension agents from here on out will be referred to as AgriLife Extension 

agents. 

● Crisis Communication Plan: Usually takes the form of a document or electronic 

file that outlines the initial response to a crisis, identifies responsibilities, and 

includes various resources, such as contact lists, templates, and draft press 

releases. A crisis communication plan should include several elements (Seeger & 

Sellnow, 2019). 

● Crisis: Crises are disruptive to our sense of security and normalcy; generate high 

levels of confusion and uncertainty; result in anxiety, fear, and apprehension; and 

create a need to communicate (Seeger & Sellnow, 2019). 

● Communication: Areas of communication looked at in this study included 

newspaper articles, television clips, social media posts on Facebook, Instagram, 

and Twitter, word of mouth, as well as press releases. Some of these areas were 

used for an initial list of interviewees while others were to look at and compare 

what messages were being relayed before, during, and after Hurricane Harvey. 
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● Natural Disasters: Natural disasters originate in the natural world whereas human-

caused disasters result from the actions of people. Examples of potential threats 

include avalanches, earthquakes, floods, hurricanes, landslides, tsunamis, 

volcanoes, wildfires, epidemics, and plant diseases (Favor, 2011). 

● Tropical Wave: An inverted trough (an elongated area of relatively low pressure) 

or cyclonic curvature maximum moving east to west across the tropics. These can 

lead to the formation of a tropical cyclone. Also known as an easterly wave 

(NWS, 2021).  

Limitations of the Study 

This study was restricted to the following limitations: 

● Hurricane Harvey impacted more places than Texas when it hit in August 2017, 

but this study focused on the impact and communication efforts made only in 

Texas. Just as each natural disaster needs different forms of communication, each 

place impacted will need to determine what form of communication as well as 

message needs to be relayed in times of a natural disaster crisis.  

● At the time of this study, Hurricane Harvey made landfall four years prior. 

Although four years is considered recent by some, there was the risk of those who 

were communicating during the hurricane not remembering details well.  

● At the beginning of this study in Fall 2021, Texas was in hurricane season and 

delt with flooding from hurricanes and tropical storms. As communicators were in 

the midst of hurricane season, there was the potential of seeing an overlap of 

information given as well as communicators confusing the two events. 
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Statement of the Problem 

There is a need to understand how to effectively communicate during a natural 

disaster, especially for those who face the threat of a hurricane on a yearly basis. Natural 

disasters and crises, such as forest fires, hurricanes, earthquakes, tornadoes, and floods, 

have received less systematic attention (Sellnow, Seeger, & Ulmer 2011). 

A crisis is also associated with uncertainty. Uncertainty is related to an inability to 

predict an outcome, anticipate what will happen next, or simply to deal with how 

little is known about what is happening and what might happen. Usually, a crisis 

is not expected and is very surprising and shocking. (Seeger & Sellnow, 2019, 

para. 4)  

 Hurricanes and tornadoes tend to occur in somewhat predictable locations at the 

same time of year, and although they may be surprising, they are not unexpected (Seeger 

& Sellnow, 2019), Hurricane Harvey proved to be unexpected and surprising with the 

amount of damage and little time to prepare for those in agriculture. What originally 

started as just a tropical wave, rapidly became a Category 4 hurricane in a short amount 

of time. Determining lessons learned by agricultural communicators as well as if they had 

a crisis communication plan prior to Harvey will help to educate and better prepare those 

in the future, whether for the more predictable or unexpected natural disasters.  

Significance of the Problem 

Natural disasters have always occurred and will continue to always pose a threat. 

There is a greater need to learn and record the events of Hurricane Harvey as well as how 

communicators communicated before, during, and after this event so communicators can 

be better prepared in the future. The need to learn from Harvey grows as the years go on 
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since other crises have happened since including COVID-19 starting in March of 2020 

and Winter Storm Uri in February 2021. With other crises continuing to happen, the 

details of Harvey will continue to get lost and confused with other events happening. To 

help preserve the details and events of Harvey, there is a need to learn about this 

hurricane before too much more time passes.  

Meteorology and climatology researchers continually discover new information 

about the formation, path, and severity of severe storms. Just as natural disasters are 

changing, the way people communicate is changing with developing technology. As 

societies evolve, often the most appropriate response to the hazard must also evolve 

(Steelman & McCaffrey, 2013). This calls for research in how crises are communicated 

before, during, and after the event has occurred, especially with natural disasters.  

The priority in any crisis is to protect stakeholders from harm, not to protect the 

reputation. Instructing information tells stakeholders what they must do to protect 

themselves from the physical threat of a crisis (Coombs, 2007). To protect stakeholders 

from harm, all organizations need a plan so information can be relayed quickly, 

efficiently, and as accurate as possible. 

It is recommended that the implementation of a unified crisis communication plan 

be implemented in each state, to achieve consistent internal and external outreach 

efforts. These crisis plans should incorporate all forms of natural disasters – such 

as hurricanes, fires, tornadoes, earthquakes, and floods – man-made disasters, and 

terrorist attacks (Muegge et al., 2007, p. 21-22). 

Not only does having a plan in place and knowing how to communicate prior to a 

natural disaster benefit stakeholders but also, crisis managers benefit from understanding 
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how crisis communication can be used to protect reputational assets during a crisis 

(Coombs, 2007). Unprepared organizations have more to lose today than they ever have 

before with how reputations are perceived by stakeholders and the use of social media 

(Coombs, 1999). While the outcome of natural disasters is not always predictable, like 

Hurricane Harvey, being able to prepare and anticipate the natural disaster can prove 

beneficial to stakeholders and help disseminate information in a timely manner helping 

stakeholders understand and know what to do during the event.  

There is significant literature on how to encourage adaptation before an event and 

how to communicate during an event, there is less work tying the two together or 

on how to communicate shifts in larger scale societal response to a natural hazard 

(Steelman & McCaffrey, 2013). 

This study will help communicators understand how to better prepare and 

communicate before, during, and after a crisis. Although Hurricane Harvey only 

happened four years ago, the need to learn from and record what happened increases as 

time goes on. Just as there is a concern of information being lost or confused with other 

events, the importance of learning from this event is crucial. By choosing the perspective 

communicators had during Harvey, this will help to continue to learn the best way to 

communicate to stakeholders as well as help to develop a crisis communication plan for 

organizations to have in place prior to a crisis event unfolding. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

Purpose and Objectives 

The purpose of this study was to understand and explore the communication 

efforts made and lessons learned from agricultural communicators during Hurricane 

Harvey in 2017. The research was guided by the following three objectives: 

1. Explore the agricultural communicators’ strategies to communicate during and 

after the hurricane. 

2. Determine the efforts made by agricultural communicators to create a natural 

disaster crisis communications plan. 

3. Determine the lessons learned by communicators during the hurricane. 

Overview 

Various search engines and online databases were used to find the literature and 

research found in this chapter. Common words and phrases used to locate specific 

literature included the following: crisis communication, risk communication, natural 

disasters, hurricanes, Hurricane Harvey, as well as various combinations of these words 

and phrases to provide a wide range of literature. For additional literature, secondary 

sources were used. 

Impact of Harvey 

 Friday, August 25, 2017, Hurricane Harvey made landfall on the Texas coastline 

near Port Aransas. By August 26, Harvey had moved north of Victoria and would 

continue a path of destruction for six days. For those six days, Harvey lingered in South 
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Texas leaving more than 60 inches of rain in some locations leading to catastrophic 

flooding.  Hurricane Harvey had grown rapidly by just starting as a Category 1 hurricane 

early Friday morning to then being categorized as a Category 4 by the evening (Graczyk 

& Bajak, 2017). What started as an unnamed storm would only take 56 hours to turn into 

a life-threatening hurricane. Those living on the coast in Texas are expecting hurricanes 

starting in July but they are not always expecting a major hurricane, Category 3 or higher, 

every year. Even though those living in South Texas were aware of a storm coming, they 

were not prepared for the magnitude Harvey would turn into. This resulted in little time 

for them to prepare for a Category 4 hurricane. As a result of the destruction caused, the 

name Harvey has been permanently retired (Kinsky, Chen, & Drumheller, 2021). Figure 

3 gives the location of rainfall and precipitation estimates in South Texas. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Texas Tech University, Emma Stonum, May 2022 
 

 

16 
 

Figure 3 
Location of rainfall in Texas from Harvey, August 17 – September 1, 2017. 

 
Note. Photo courtesy of NWS, 2017. Precipitation estimates are in inches. Black numbers 
reflect actual rain gauge values. 

 

Not only did Harvey cause millions of dollars in damage to the infrastructure of 

the towns affected, Harvey also caused millions in damage to the agricultural industry 

affecting both livestock and crop production. Out of the areas in agriculture affected by 

Harvey, the top categories that received the most damage were: 1) cotton, 2) livestock, 3) 

rice, and 4) soybeans. Cotton was the most heavily affected crop as there was still lint on 

the stock and cotton modules remaining in the field awaiting to go to the gin. Livestock 

not only saw loss to cattle and calves but also to hay, storage facilities, and equipment. 

As many in the agricultural industry were looking forward to a bountiful year, they were 

instead met with loss in crops and livestock, driving the market prices the highest they 

have seen in years (Bentoli, 2017). Texas is the largest producer of beef in the US, with 
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more than 12.3 million cattle spread across the state. The 54 counties declared a disaster 

area from Hurricane Harvey house more than 1.2 million beef cattle alone (Bentoli, 

2017). Harvey not only took out crop and livestock production, but also damaged 

livelihoods of farmers and ranchers along the coast which will take time to rebuild. 

Natural Disasters 

 Natural disasters are not a new concept and have wreaked havoc for centuries. 

“Between 1980 and 2019, hurricanes caused significant economic damage and deaths in 

the United States” (Koundinya et al., 2020, p. 2). These types of disasters cannot be 

prevented from occurring (Favor, 2011) and are a unique form of crisis (Vera-Burgos & 

Griffin-Padgett, 2020). While disasters such as hurricanes, tsunamis, tornadoes, 

earthquakes, and floods are often a surprise or have little warning which can result in 

death, injuries, and destruction (Vera-Burgos & Griffin-Padgett, 2020), hurricanes and 

tornadoes tend to occur in somewhat predictable locations at the same time of year and, 

although they may be surprising, are not unexpected. (Seeger & Sellnow, 2019). “Natural 

disaster are possible everywhere, and an organization will very likely have to move from 

‘pre-crisis’ to ‘in-crisis’ at some point” (Irlbeck & Moore, 2020, p. 4).  

 Favor (2011) gave insight on what the United States can expect when it comes to 

hurricanes. In a year, the Atlantic Ocean, Caribbean Sea and Gulf of Mexico can expect 

an average of 10 tropical storms with usually six of those turning into hurricanes and 

more times than not, those hurricanes will stay at sea (Favor, 2011). “Every three years, 

an average of five hurricanes make landfall in the US. Of these five, two are usually 

ranked a Category 3 or above” (Favor, 2011, p. 53-54). On the Saffir-Simpson Hurricane 
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Wind Scale, a Category 3 or above is described as a major hurricane and can has winds of 

111 MPH or greater. (Favor, 2011; Saffir-Simpson Hurricane Wind Scale, 2021).  

 Because the hurricanes are not year-round crises and only make landfall in certain 

places, it is easy to see why Sellnow et al. (2002) talked about how in contrast to non-

natural disasters, “natural disasters and crises, such as forest fires, hurricanes, 

earthquakes, tornadoes, and floods, have received less systematic attention” (p. 273). 

Since hurricanes and other natural disasters do not receive as much attention, it calls for 

more research concerning the topic so researchers and communicators can learn from 

these events. Through research on topics concerning natural disasters, it will continue to 

educate those in harm’s way of these disasters as well as help communicators for future 

crises. “Preparing for potential catastrophes requires a cooperative effort between the 

people living in a hazardous area and local, state, and national governments” (Favor, 

2011, p. 60).  

Seeger and Sellnow (2019) have questioned how common and frequent crises and 

disasters occur. In their response to the question, they conclude if they are rare, then 

preparing for them becomes less important; but if they do occur more frequently, then the 

preparation for them is essential. In addition to not only being prepared for the hurricane 

event, but knowing how “disasters can spawn organizational crises,” (Coombs, 2019, p. 

2) changes the narrative and shifts the focus to also be prepared for what happens after 

the hurricane moves through. Although hurricanes in the U.S. might be rare, the threat of 

them are ever-looming which is a reason to make sure those on the coast are prepared and 

know how to respond in the event of a hurricane.  
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Natural disasters are not the only types of disasters to worry about, but 

communicators should also be aware of mega-crises. “Mega-crises present ‘mega-

threats,’ create deep uncertainty, and evoke an extreme sense of urgency” (Helsloot et al., 

2012, p. 5). This is important because economically devastating weather disaster events 

have been reported over the past several years in increasing numbers (Huston, 2021). 

Helsloot et at. (2012) give a few examples including earthquakes in Kashmir, Haiti, and 

Sichuan; Hurricanes Katrina, Gustav, and Ike; tsunamis in Sri Lanka; and the attacks of 

September 11. However, mega-crises are impossible to predict when it comes to the 

specific time and location (Helsloot et al., 2012). Hurricane Harvey fits in the mega-crisis 

category since it started as a tropical wave and then quickly developed into a Category 4 

hurricane causing catastrophic damage. “Mega-crises require a paradigm shift in terms of 

decision-making capabilities and public policy commitments. Such a paradigm shift will 

have to take account of several long-term trends that have the capacity to produce 

discontinuities, which, in turn, enhance our vulnerability to crisis and disaster” (Helsloot 

et al., 2012, p. 7). 

When thinking of the damage caused by natural disasters, it is easier to think of 

the infrastructure which is more visible and noticing how it disrupts the daily life of those 

in affected areas. “It appears that disasters in the form of earthquakes, hurricanes, and 

forest fires, although natural processes, can have profound effects when combined with 

established human structures in communities” (Sellnow et al., 2002, p. 273-274). 

However, damage concerning the agricultural industry is just as “staggering and 

debilitating” but often, the damages caused by natural disasters are thought of in relation 

to tangible or personal property (Sievers, 2019). It is noteworthy how “in 2017 alone, 
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natural disasters in the United States caused a devastating $306 billion in damage, a 

record year” (Sievers, 2019, p. 511). Agriculture is no stranger to crises, and 

communicators have been studied to build a foundation for communication strategies in 

this industry (Irlbeck & Moore, 2020).  

With each year that passes, the information learned from Hurricane Harvey gets 

further away and harder to recall when trying to create a crisis plan for the next hurricane. 

For those on the coast, it is not a matter of if but when. In 2017, when Harvey struck it 

became the fiercest hurricane to hit the US in 13 years (Graczyk & Bajak, 2017). While 

this aligns with Favor’s (2011) research on how often hurricanes hit the US and the 

severity of them, it still calls for a need to obtain as much information from those who 

were directly involved with Harvey to better prepare for the next devastating hurricane. 

Although another major hurricane has not hit the US since Harvey, it is better to prepare 

for the next one sooner than later since hurricanes are not a matter of if but when.  

Crisis Communication 

“The need for crisis management is increasing, not decreasing” (Coombs, 2019, p. 

17). Coombs (2007) describes crises as threats that either actually create or have the 

potential to create negative or undesirable outcomes. Seeger and Sellnow (2019) outline 

the basics of crisis communication which includes the process of planning, developing, 

and disseminating informational and persuasive messages to avoid, contain, and manage 

harm from any risky, threatening, and uncertain conditions. Just as other forms of 

communication have senders, receivers, messages, and channels, crisis communication 

operates in the same way (Seeger & Sellnow, 2019). “The most important element in 

crisis management is planning… this may lead to the prevention of the worst 
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consequences of a disaster, but nothing can be done to avoid disasters altogether” 

(Bataille & Cordova, 2014, p. 15). 

After any crisis, and especially after a natural disaster where the threat to human 

life is heightened, it is essential to hear a leader’s response to the crisis to help with the 

management of a crisis event (Vera-Burgos & Griffin-Padgett, 2020). “Communication 

during a crisis is critical” (Irlbeck & Moore, 2020, p. 3). Furthermore, the general public 

relies on crisis communication for how to cope with the crisis as well as depends on 

timeliness of warnings and information concerning crises center around natural disasters 

(Anthony et al., 2014; Mike et al., 2020).  Crises can create pandemonium, particularly 

without coordinated first responders, thoughtful leadership, and a focused recovery effort 

(Vera-Burgos & Griffin-Padgett, 2020). “Better leadership can and should make a 

significant difference in our ability to respond to and recover from catastrophic disasters” 

(Harrald, 2012, p. 48). Mike et al. (2020) found those in extension are often called to play 

a role in hurricane disaster preparation, response, and recovery. This tends to extend past 

their own communities and into the neighboring communities. They also found “it is 

necessary to examine Extension’s role and response during hurricane preparation and 

recovery to help facilitate continued improvement of Extension’s efforts in disaster 

situations,” (p. 1-2). Leaning upon the leadership of those in extension could help when 

responding to catastrophic disaster such as a hurricane. Just as natural disasters are 

impossible to stop from occurring (Favor, 2011), we know crises will occur, which means 

leaders will be expected to respond and in the future, we will expect a better response 

from them (Harraold, 2012).  
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Coombs (1999) argues most crises actually emit early warning signs which gives 

those affected by the crisis enough time to respond appropriately and or take appropriate 

actions to help prevent or help mitigate the effects of said crisis. “Crisis situations force 

organizations to swiftly make sense of turbulent environments that are often unlike 

anything they have previously experienced” (Pearson, et al. 2007, p. 108).  If an 

organization is able to detect the early warning signs of a crisis (Coombs, 1999) then they 

will start ahead damage caused by a crisis and will then in return be able to make better 

decisions in regard to their organization. After all, the nature of a crisis is to test the core 

of an entity (Bataille & Cordova, 2014).  

In the detection of early warning signs, it is important organizations prepare for 

the crisis ahead (Coombs, 2019). “To create a crisis resistant organization, crisis 

managers take actions designed to eliminate a crisis threat or to reduce the likelihood of 

the threat manifesting into a crisis” (Coombs, 2019, p. 33). By taking the time ahead of a 

crisis to prepare for the likely outcomes, organizations can reduce the threat or eliminate 

it altogether before it reaches a critical point (Coombs, 2019).  

 As a crisis event is unfolding, new information is becoming available and can be 

hard to piece together all the information to get a clear picture, this is why “to 

successfully manage crises, organizations must develop the capability to rapidly 

assimilate information from many disparate sources into a coherent picture of the 

developing situation” (Pearson, et al. 2007, p. 108). Not only is domain knowledge 

important when managing crises, it is also important highly developed self-management 

and organization management skills are present (Harrald, 2012). On top of all the above 

information, communication is necessary to manage this crisis, reduce uncertainty, and 
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limit the harm (Seeger & Sellnow, 2019). Establishing effective channels of 

communication which can be used during and after a natural disaster is crucial when it 

comes to responding post disaster (Ali, Lindsey, & Harder, 2020; Collins et al., 2016). As 

shown by a study conducted by Irlbeck and Moore (2020), not all organizations have a 

formal written document outlining their crisis plan, but rather some have an informal plan 

which is understood by all members in the organization. Knowing how to operate during 

a crisis is important as new information becomes available quickly and often 

communicators need to act quickly to stay ahead of the crisis (Coombs, 2019).  

When it comes to public organizations, they tend to rely heavily on “previously 

developed policy routines and standard operating procedures based on the types of well-

established issues they regularly confront” (Parker & Paglia, 2012, p. 58). However, a 

crisis event has the tendency to question the common practices and challenge the way an 

organization operates. Therefore it is important routine simulations and trainings are 

being performed for an organization, that way they know how to operate in the case of a 

crisis (Seeger & Sellnow, 2019).  

As stated before, it is not a matter of if but when a crisis takes place and if an 

organization is ready to face the threats which come from the event. Whether an 

organization does crisis communication well or not, this is a crucial part in dealing with 

any crisis event, especially on the scale Hurricane Harvey was. By gaining knowledge on 

how agricultural communicators communicated during this time it will help better 

prepare agricultural entities on how best prepare for the next crisis event. It will show 

insight what needs to be communicated throughout the entire crisis life cycle (Seeger & 

Sellnow, 2019) and what is the most beneficial message to be communicated. Since 
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Harvey happened over four years ago, it has given the space for communicators to assess 

what happened, where they failed and succeeded, and how they can improve for the next 

crisis event. 

Theoretical Framework 

Restorative Rhetoric Theory 

 Although most research on crisis management deals with what happens after the 

crisis -except for the work on crisis preparedness - the demands a crisis presents differ by 

the type of crisis event (Griffin-Padget & Allison, 2010). Griffin-Padget and Allison 

(2010) recognize restorative rhetoric functions as a form of crisis response, but it is not so 

much concerned with denying the crisis exists, putting on a good image for the public 

eye, or making up excuses to justify certain actions. “Instead, a primary concern of 

restorative rhetoric is to help victims and others affected cope with the physical and 

emotional destruction of the crisis” (Griffin-Padget & Allison, 2010, p. 378).  

Early theories of crisis communication focused on salvaging and repairing an 

individual or organization’s reputation (Williams, Woods, & Staricek, 2017). Griffin-

Padget and Allison’s (2010) Restorative Rhetoric Theory shifts post-crisis 

communication from reducing the offensiveness of the occurrence and maintaining a 

positive image, to facilitating dialogue between the public and crisis leaders, and helping 

victims and the public to make sense of the crisis event. Restorative Rhetoric includes 

three important factors, perceived need, purpose, and societal limitations.  

Perceived Need 

 Local communities, and often a nation as a whole, need to hear leaders make 

sense of what happened. The examples Griffin-Padget and Allison (2010) looked at were 
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Hurricane Katrina and the events of September 11, 2001. In these instances, the local 

communities which were affected by these crises needed help in making sense of what 

just happened to their normal day-to-day lives.  

Purpose 

 Griffin-Padget and Allison (2010) argued the key purposes to restorative rhetoric 

include restoring faith in a core set of values and beliefs; facilitate healing for victims 

directly affected and wider audiences who serve as witnesses to the destruction; create a 

sense of security during the resolution; and establish a vision for the future.  

Societal Limitations 

 This last factor looks at what is an appropriate response to the crisis event from 

those in charge or communicating about the event. For Griffin-Padget & Allison (2010) 

they saw in both Katrina and September 11 it was important to have honesty from both 

mayors and for them to not patronize those in the local communities. “Each leader had to 

create a balance between managing high levels of anxiety brought on by the destruction 

and creating a sense of hope that the crisis would ultimately be resolved” (Griffin-Padget 

& Allison, 2010, p. 380). 

 In simple terms, restorative rhetoric follows stages similar to those phased in 

crisis management (Griffin-Padget & Allison, 2010). The stages Griffin-Padget and 

Allison (2010, p. 380) describe are as follows:  

1. Initial Reaction: This stage involves the definition of the current situation, 

assertion of the level of control over the damage, and a genuine expression of 

sorrow. 
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2. Assessment of the Crisis: This next stage deals with the assessment of damages, 

and a statement for the immediate needs and other resources to help the 

management of the current situation. 

3. Issues of Blame: The third stage specially addresses the cause and issues of the 

accountability and responsibility from the event. It can also include historical 

factors that could have contributed to the disaster. 

4. Healing and Forgiveness: This stage comes once the blame has been placed and 

works to guide the wave of resolution toward healing and forgiveness. Also found 

in this category is the “local issues that directly involved the victims, and these 

must be dealt with under this stage. 

5. Corrective Action: This is the last stage because it works on corrective action and 

rebuilding through rhetorical vision. 

Karp (2019) and Juergensmeyer (2020) break down restorative rhetoric into three 

simple tiers; 1) build and strengthen relationships, 2) respond to conflict and harm, and 3) 

support re-entry, which is displayed in Figure 3. Karp and Juergensmeyer have applied 

this to university campuses and more so targeting when a student has been apart of 

misconduct. However, “at the core of every practice, is a facilitated dialogue between 

offenders and harmed parties to identify the harm that was caused and how it can be 

repaired, including the goal of rebuilding trust” (Karp, 2020, p. 25-26). This statement 

aligns with Griffin-Padget and Allison’s (2010) approach to the restorative rhetoric 

theory of focusing on those who have been affected and try to move from a crisis to 

recovery in the best way possible for everyone involved. 
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Figure 4 
Karp’s Whole-Campus Approach 

 
Note. Based off of Karp’s (2019) original idea and then adapted by Juergensmeyer 
(2020). 
 

When talking about the different tiers, Juergensmeyer (2020) mentioned all are 

equally important and address the different needs in a crisis. Tier 1, build and strengthen 

relationships, is focused on the restorative circles that are in place to help build and 

strengthen community (Karp, 2019). Tier 2, respond to conflict and harm, focuses on 

restorative responses toward conflict or harm and addresses widespread harm that affects 

an entire community (Karp, 2019). Tier 3, support re-entry, addresses the re-entry into a 

community after an incident (Karp, 2019).  

The restorative rhetoric theory assists victims as they move from crisis to 

recovery and was designed to analyze crises that have placed unique demands on 
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responders due to the widespread “public” nature of the response effort (Vera-Burgos & 

Griffin-Padgett, 2020). This theory has been used in several different research settings 

including Griffin-Padgett & Allison (2010) where they were putting together the 

beginning ideas of the theory and looked at Hurricane Katrina as well as the attacks of 

September 11, 2001. Williams et al. (2017) looked at the Boston Marathon bombing, and 

Vera-Burgos and Griffin-Padgett (2020) looked at Hurricane Harvey and the response 

efforts made through Twitter. “In times of great risk and fear people look to their leaders 

to bring order to chaos, to reduce their uncertainty about the future, and provide safety 

and security” (Harrald, 2012, p. 48). 

This study will use the restorative rhetoric theory to help view the event of 

Hurricane Harvey and the crisis response to the hurricane through a different lens to help 

further develop crisis communication response techniques for natural disasters that can be 

both unexpected as well unpredictable as found through Hurricane Harvey. Because this 

theory is fairly new and literature on the theory is still being developed, this study will 

help add research to the topic.  

Conceptual Framework 

Coombs Three-Staged Approach 

  According to Coombs (1999), this three-staged approach is general enough to be 

able to accommodate other dominant crisis management models as well as leaving space 

to integrate ideas from other crisis management experts. Seeger and Sellnow (2019) 

found there were many different descriptions of the crisis stages that have been 

developed by researchers, but at the core, all these depictions could be summarized into 

three stages: precrisis, crisis, and postcrisis. Coombs (1999) three-staged approach is 
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further broken down into the three categories that represent the core description of the 

crisis stages:  

Precrisis 

 The precrisis stage entails actions organizational members should perform before 

a crisis is encountered. For this study, organizations involved include extension services, 

universities, local agricultural agencies and media outlets, farmers, and ranchers. This is 

where the members of an organization should be proactive instead of reactive and take all 

possible actions to prevent a crisis. “Organizations have long been considered negligent if 

they did not take reasonable action to reduce or eliminate known or reasonably 

foreseeable risks that could result in harm,” (Coombs, 2019, p. 16). In this stage, the risks 

are developing and when risk assessment and crisis planning come into play (Seeger & 

Sellnow, 2019). In the case of this study with Hurricane Harvey and agriculture, this step 

would include taking preventative measures to ensure livestock and crops are safe from 

flooding and high wind speeds. It could also mean the way harvested crops are stored 

change to endure the effects of a hurricane as well as holding facilities for livestock are 

built to ensure the livestock are safe during the bad weather. 

 Coombs (1999) further breaks down the precrisis stage into three preventative 

measure categories: issues management, risk aversion, and relationship building. Issues 

management looks at taking action on an issue before it turns into a full-blown crisis. 

Risk aversion is to lower the risk level or eliminate it altogether. Relationship building 

means an organization should work to cultivate positive relationships with key 

stakeholders so there is an open channel of communication and dialogue.  
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Crisis Event 

 This stage starts when the trigger event has begun and ends when the crisis has 

been considered resolved (Coombs, 1999). “Crisis is the acute stage, where a crisis has 

erupted and damage (physical or reputational) is occurring and threat is at its highest” 

(Seeger & Sellnow, 2019, “What Is a Crisis Life Cycle?” section, para. 1). However, the 

crisis managers need to realize the organization is in crisis and will need to take 

appropriate actions (Coombs, 1999). In this stage the communication between the 

organization and stakeholders is imperative. This stage is usually very intense and 

demands action be taken quickly, assistance provided, and information communicated to 

contain or limit further harm (Seeger & Sellnow, 2019).  

Just as the stage before, Coombs (1999) further breaks down this category into 

three different subcategories: crisis recognition, crisis containment, and business 

resumption. Crisis recognition deals with the understanding of how the event gets labeled 

and recognized as a crisis. Crisis containment focuses on what the organization’s crisis 

response should look like. Business resumption looks at how the organization carries on 

with business. 

Post crisis  

 This stage can also be referred to as the recovery stage because it is a time for an 

organization or community to “(a) make the organization better prepared for the next 

crisis, (b) make sure stakeholders are left with a positive impression of the organization’s 

crisis management efforts, and (c) check to make sure that the crisis is truly over” 

(Coombs, 2019, p. 11). Sometimes it takes a crisis to be able to see where the gaps in a 

crisis plan are. This stage is vital in the continuance of an organization. This is where an 
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organization can evaluate what happened during the crisis and then make improvements 

for the next crisis event. “A crisis is unpredictable but not unexpected” (Coombs, 2019, p. 

4). It is important, throughout any type of crisis, to take the time afterwards to identify 

the successes and failures that can ultimately become lessons for the future (Bataille & 

Cordova, 2014). 

 Both Coombs (1999) and Seeger and Sellnow (2019) view crises as a “life cycle” 

instead of as a single event. At the beginning and end of crisis there is a precrisis 

assessment and planning to be done (Seeger & Sellnow, 2019). This allows organizations 

to better prepare for future events and strengthen their organization crisis response. 

 The following graphic gives insight on what this process looks like with the work 

of Bundy et al. (2016) building upon the early work of Coombs (1999). Figure 1 shows 

the crisis process from both an internal and external perspective as well as showing the 

three stages of the crisis process. Figure 5 was pulled from their work.  
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Figure 5 
 
Internal and External Perspectives of the Crisis Process (Bundy et al., 2016) 

 
Note. The dashed arrows represent understudied relationships and opportunities for future 
research. 
 

 Applying Coombs (1999) three-staged approach to this study will help to view 

hurricanes as an ongoing crisis and not just as a single event. Because those living on the 

coast deal with hurricane season on a yearly basis, just the same as any location that has 

recurring natural disasters every year, it will help shift the focus and will start to move 

towards a cohesive plan when it comes to responding to hurricanes. By observing how 

those affected by Hurricane Harvey communicated throughout the whole crisis life-cycle 

will give more insight and provide examples as to how others should move towards 

creating a crisis communication plan when dealing with hurricanes. 

Summary 

 Literature shows crisis communication in relation to natural disasters is not new 

and is an ever-evolving subject. Just as no two natural disasters are the same, different 

kinds of crises manifest different forms of threat and different communication exigencies 
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(Pauchant & Mitroff, 1992). Some kinds of natural disasters, such as hurricanes, may 

prompt recommendations that residents stockpile water and food or they even evacuate 

the affected area (Reynolds & Seeger, 2007). Favor (2011) also concludes because 

environment changes and other scientific advancements are ongoing, being on top of 

current events and issues is vital to research in this field of natural disasters as well as 

crisis communication. 

This study will help in adding understanding to crisis communication during a 

natural disaster as well as how to better prepare for these disasters in the future. Just as 

there were many lessons learned from Hurricane Katrina in disaster response, observing 

how different groups communicated during the precrisis, crisis event, and postcrisis 

(Coombs, 2007) stages of Hurricane Harvey will continue to add knowledge to how and 

what needs to be communicated during these crises.  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY  

 

 Chapter III will describe the methods used in the sampling, data collection, and 

data analysis stage of this research. This chapter also includes a detailed description of 

the research design, population and sample used, description of the instrument, validity, 

as well as the data collection procedures used. 

Purpose and Objectives 

The purpose of this study was to understand and explore the communication efforts 

made and lessons learned from agricultural communicators during Hurricane Harvey in 

2017. The research was guided by the following three objectives: 

1. Explore the agricultural communicators’ strategies to communicate during and 

after the hurricane. 

2. Determine the efforts made by agricultural communicators to create a natural 

disaster crisis communications plan. 

3. Determine the lessons learned by communicators during the hurricane. 

Research Design 

 This study was geared toward a deeper understanding of how those affected by 

Hurricane Harvey responded and how they used crisis communication methods with their 

response efforts during and after Harvey. For this reason, a qualitative research approach 

was used for this study. 

“Qualitative research focuses on answering the questions ‘why?’ and ‘how?’ 

Qualitative research also allows for the generation of rich data and the exploration of 
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‘real life’ behaviour, enabling research participants to speak for themselves,” (Kuper et 

al., 2008 pg. 404-405). There are different ways to conduct research such as qualitative, 

quantitative, and mixed methods, but qualitative research seeks to understand and expose 

the human part of the story (Jacob & Furgerson, 2012). Many qualitative research studies 

rely mainly on interviews with the chosen participants to document the individual’s 

“feelings, options, values, attitudes, and beliefs about their personal experiences and 

social world, in addition to factual information about their lives,” (Saldana, 2011, pg. 32). 

This study utilized interviews as the primary source to collect data. Interviews were 

chosen so participants of the study could tell their story in more detail and it also allows 

for follow up questions.  

In following the recommendations by Saldana (2011), the researcher prepared a 

set of specific questions arranged in a particular order. The order of questions started with 

rapport building questions and then moved onto question concerning risk and crisis 

communication during and after Hurricane Harvey. Each prepared question was asked to 

each participant and follow up questions were dependent upon answers given by 

individuals. This allowed for consistency among the different interviews. 

Population and Sample 

The population of this study included producers, agricultural journalists, AgriLife 

Extension agents, and communicators for farm and commodity groups. To be considered 

for this study, agricultural communicators had to be in their position prior to Harvey and 

involved in the communication efforts and affected by the disaster. By being in the 

agriculture industry prior to Hurricane Harvey, it allowed for participants to have a 

deeper knowledge of the events surrounding Harvey as well as prior knowledge of their 
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organization. It also helped to meet objective one when exploring how agricultural 

communicators communicated during and after Harvey. Producers, agricultural 

journalists, AgriLife Extension agents, communicators for farm and commodity groups 

were chosen to broaden the perspective of crisis communications relayed across the 

different groups. Communication is described as “a process involving the sorting, 

selecting, and sending of symbols in such a way as to help the listener perceive and 

recreate in his own mind the meaning contained in the mind of the communicator,” 

(Rayudu, 2010, p. 2). For this reason, a communicator does not always mean they have to 

be a professional to be able to communicate in the event of a crisis. By interviewing 

different people from different groups, it helped understand what different groups needed 

communicated in the event of a crisis and even more so, a natural disaster crisis. Seven 

participants were interviewed to speak about their experience with Hurricane Harvey and 

how they communicated through the event. 

Participants 

 In total, seven agricultural communicators participated in this study. Although 

each participant had their own perspective on Hurricane Harvey and brought different 

elements to the study, there were similarities to their responses that tied this study 

together. To maintain anonymity, names were changed and any identifying information 

was changed or omitted. Table 2 gives an overview of participants interviewed including 

their background previous to Hurricane Harvey and the role they played throughout the 

crisis event.  
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Table 2 

Overview of Participants (N=7) 

Participant Background Role 

Richard 15+ years in a university setting 

working in livestock and dairy 

markets 

Talked about agricultural impact of 

Harvey 

Owen 15+ years in a university setting 

working with farmers and 

agribusinesses in a specific crop 

Worked with government agencies and 

assessed the agricultural losses for 

Harvey 

George Citrus grower, raises cattle, and 

president for a Texas producer 

organization 

Was a go to person for any type of 

information someone might needed 

Preston During Harvey, served as executive 

director for a Texas association 

Was a clearing house of information and 

helped support those affected 

Atticus 20+ years working in a university 

setting with a focus in 

communication 

Worked with a state agency that served 

as the lead agency for livestock response 

by helping get messages and 

information out 

Winston 30+ years as an AgriLife Extension 

agent serving in various roles 

Served as coordinator for sheltering 

operations and liaison between local, 

state, and federal agencies in the 

recovery 

Meredith 10+ years working in 

communications for a Texas farm 

organization 

Gathered stories, information, and 

content focused on specific needs for the 

area 
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Instrumentation  

It was determined by the researchers that a qualitative study would yield the best 

results for this topic and interviews would be used to satisfy the qualitative portion. An 

interview guide was created and included opening statements, 10 general questions with 

varying amounts of sub questions. Sub questions depended on if the overall question 

needed further clarification or not. Then a closing statement was written, thanking 

participants and letting them know if they needed anything to reach back out. Also 

included in this interview guide was a restatement of the purpose and objective of the 

study as well as a summary as to why this interview would help provide answers for the 

objectives. A copy of the interview guide is located in Appendix A. 

 In preparation of the interview, the researcher followed the tips by Jacob and 

Furgerson (2012, p. 3-6). Some of these tips include:  

• Use a script for the beginning and end of your interview  

• Questions should be open ended  

• Start with the basics  

• Begin with easy to answer questions and move toward ones that are more difficult 

or controversial  

• Be willing to make “on the spot” revisions to your interview protocol  

• Do not make the interview too long  

• Clear the project with your school’s Institutional Research Board (IRB)  

 Once the interview guide was created, the guide went to the chair of the 

committee for revisions. The amount of questions was designed to keep interviews within 

30 minutes to an hour. Questions were broad enough to where deeper questions could be 
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asked but specific enough to help answer and gain knowledge on the objectives that 

guided this study.  

Institutional Review Board 

 After completing the interview guide, the researchers submitted a proposal to the 

Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board (IRB). IRB reviews all human subject 

research in accordance with federal regulations, state laws, as well as local and 

University policies (TTU IRB, 2021). Official approval of the study came on Monday 

November 8, 2021. A copy of the approval letter is located in Appendix B.  

Data Collection 

Interviews were deemed the appropriate form of data collection for this study 

since interviews allow for participants to ask questions, give in-depth responses, and 

allow the freedom for other questions to be asked if needed.  

An initial fact finding interview was conducted first to gain insight on Hurricane 

Harvey as a whole and ask general questions regarding risk and crisis communication. 

This interview was used to develop the interview guide. Official data collection began on 

Tuesday, November 23, 2021 and continued through Friday, December 17, 2021. 

Prior to an interview, one must be as transparent as possible (Harvey, 2011). 

Researchers need to provide basic information on they you are, where they work, the 

meaning of their research, who their sponsor is, how long the interview will take, how the 

data will be used, how and where the results will be disseminated, and letting them know 

if the information will be anonymous or not. For this reason, participants were sent an 

individual email that included basic information about the researcher to help aid them in 

whether they were willing to participate in the study or not. Other information included in 
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the email included contact information for the researcher as well as the Human Research 

Protection Program at Texas Tech University in case any questions were raised. Once the 

researcher received a response, a consent form was sent so participants knew exactly 

what they were signing up for and knew they had the option to opt out of the study at any 

time with no backlash from the researcher. It also gave insight into how the interview 

would be conducted once scheduled.  

 The first email was sent to participants on Tuesday, November 23, 2021, and 

included general information regarding the study and asked if participants were willing to 

be interviewed for the study. Participants who responded before a follow up email was 

sent were scheduled for an interview at a time convenient for them. For the participants 

who did not respond, a follow up email was sent one week later on Tuesday November 

30, 2021. As Thanksgiving fell during the first week participants were emailed, this gave 

them room to enjoy the holiday and then acted as a friendly reminder for the original 

email. The majority of participants responded before a follow up email was needed, 

resulting in interviews being scheduled sooner than others. A copy of the original email 

as well as follow up emails are located in Appendix C. 

Interviews were scheduled for 30 minutes to an hour with the average of 

interviews lasting 35 minutes. Interviews were conducted either via Zoom or by 

telephone. The participants were given the option of a phone call or through Zoom to 

ensure the participants felt the most comfortable throughout the interview process. If 

Zoom was chosen, the researcher created a Zoom link and sent the link to participants via 

email. If a phone call was chosen, phone numbers were obtained from the participants so 

the researcher could call at the scheduled time. Each interview whether over Zoom or 
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telephone was recorded either with a recording device or through the recording function 

on Zoom. This ensured the information given during the interview was factual and words 

were not misconstrued for later data reporting. Once the interview was conducted, a copy 

of the recordings were saved on a password protected computer and were given 

pseudonyms to maintain the integrity of the participants identity.  

In conducting interviews, it is important for the interviewers to gain trust with 

their participants to collect high quality data (Harvey, 2011). In following Harvey’s 

recommendation of gaining trust and building rapport with participants, the beginning of 

the interview was used to get to know the participants and build rapport. Building rapport 

lasted an average of 10 minutes. The remaining of the interview was spent asking 

question about general details of Hurricane Harvey, risk and crisis communication, crisis 

communication plans, and lessons learned. Follow up questions were asked to obtain 

further clarification from participants or to build upon an answer given by individuals. 

Each interview ended with time for participants to talk about information they wanted to 

say but did not feel they had a chance to say during the interview or to give concluding 

remarks pertaining to Hurricane Harvey. As the interviews were coming to a close, each 

participant made mention that if there were any other questions the researcher needed to 

ask, they would be more than happy to sit down for another interview. While this was not 

needed, this showed rapport was built throughout the process.  

Data Analysis 

 Interview recordings were stored on a password protected computer and placed in 

one folder. This helped provide anonymity for participants and ensured that if someone 

were to see the information, they would not know what interviews belonged to which 



Texas Tech University, Emma Stonum, May 2022 
 

 

42 
 

participants. After interviews were conducted, the recordings were uploaded to an online 

transcription software called otter.ai which provided an initial transcript of the interviews. 

After receiving the initial transcript, the researcher then went through and listened to the 

recording on otter.ai while editing the transcript to ensure accuracy of the information. 

Then the final transcript was downloaded from otter.ai and stored with the original 

recordings and were given specific identifiers only the researcher knew.  

 As more advancements were made in qualitative data analysis (QDA) software, it 

has changed how many researchers code their interviews. Deterding and Waters (2018) 

suggest researchers start “with broad codes that reflect the questions” that were asked 

during the interview and then move into “more fine-grained codes to subsections of the 

interviews” (p. 715). The data collected for this study were sorted to determine the broad 

categories and were referred to as the overall theme. Within those themes, sub-themes 

were added as necessary depending upon the researcher’s findings. “We believe this 

method of coding can facilitate reliability, validity, and transparency,” (Deterding & 

Waters, 2018, p. 715).  

 Once data saturation was achieved, no more participants were interviewed for the 

study. Data saturation is defined as “the point in data collection and analysis when new 

information produces little or no change to the codebook” (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 

2006, p. 65). Data saturation can be achieved with a various range of interviews (Guest, 

Bunce, & Johnson, 2006). To tell if a researcher has achieved data saturation, audit trails 

of each transcript need to be kept and analyzed to determine if more interviews are 

required. After seven interviews, the researcher started recognizing similar patterns in 

interviewees responses and data saturation was attained. 
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Trustworthiness 

 In conducting either quantitative or qualitative research, there are different 

methodological approaches (Cope, 2014). This study was qualitative to provide more in-

depth accounts of Hurricane Harvey and for this reason, trustworthiness was needed for 

this study. “The perspectives of quantitative research are rigor and validity, and the 

perspectives of qualitative research are credibility and trustworthiness” (Cope, 2014, 

para. 2). Qualitative research poses the question of if the findings can be trusted 

(Korstjens & Moser, 2017; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The four categories for 

trustworthiness were originally proposed by Lincoln and Guba (1985) and are: 1) 

credibility, 2) dependability, 3) confirmability, and 4) transferability. Each category is 

discussed in length below. 

Credibility 

 Credibility is defined as “the trustworthiness, verisimilitude, and plausibility of 

the research findings” (Tracy, 2010, p. 842). For qualitative research, credibility is 

comparable to internal validity for quantitative research (Connelly, 2016). The need for 

credibility in qualitative research is noted by many qualitative scholars as being important 

(Tracy, 2010). In a qualitative study, to support credibility of the study, “the researcher 

should demonstrate engagement, methods of observation, and audit trails” (Cope, 2014, 

“Credibility” section, para. 1). Other ways to achieve credibility include prolonged 

engagement, persistent observation, triangulation, and member check (Korstjens & 

Moser, 2017; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

 This study utilized triangulation and persistent observation. Triangulation was 

achieved through different data sources including in-depth interviews with individuals 
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with differing backgrounds and cross-checking details concerning Hurricane Harvey with 

individuals interviewed as well as through multiple news media sources. Persistent 

observation was achieved through the researcher constantly reading and rereading data 

and would revise concepts, recode data, and relabel codes accordingly. Both triangulation 

and persistent observation fall in line with Lincoln & Guba’s (1985) suggestion on 

achieving credibility for qualitative research.  

Transferability 

 If a study has the potential to be valuable across different contexts or situations, it 

has transferability (Tracy, 2010; Cope, 2014). “Transferability is achieved when readers 

feel as though the story of the research overlaps with their own situation and they 

intuitively transfer the research to their own action” (Tracy, 2010, p. 845). Researchers 

should be able to provide sufficient information on participants and the research context 

so readers can assess the findings and see if it is capable of being transferred to other 

studies (Cope, 2014). 

 By providing a thick description of participants and research process, this allows 

readers to assess whether the findings of a study are transferable to their own situation 

(Korstjens & Moser, 2017). Deciding if the findings of a study are transferable is 

dependent upon the reader and not the researcher since the researcher is unaware of the 

readers specific situation (Korstjens & Moser, 2017). In achieving transferability, the 

thick descriptions for each objective are in Chapter IV. The researcher presented the data 

with thick descriptions to allow for readers to decide if the study is transferable for their 

particular situation. 
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Dependability 

 Dependability deals with the consistency of the study (Korstjens & Moser, 2017; 

Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This means the researchers need to “check whether the analysis 

process is in line with accepted standards for a particular design” (Korstjens & Moser, 

2017, p. 122). To ensure dependability for a study, audit trails are often used (Korstjens 

& Moser, 2017). For qualitative research, dependability is comparable to reliability in 

quantitative research (Connelly, 2016). Dependability can be “achieved when another 

researcher concurs with the decision trails at each stage of the research process” (Cope, 

2014, “Dependability” section, para. 1).  

 This study ensured dependability by providing audit trails that included the 

original recordings of each interview, transcriptions for each interview, and the coding 

files which were conducted by hand. In addition to the audit trails, an inquiry audit was 

conducted by another researcher to add another layer of dependability. Lincoln and Guba 

(1985) describe inquiry audits as a way for other researchers to ensure data was not taken 

out of context and used to fit into a specific narrative. Transcripts were sent to an 

additional researcher and quotes within the context of the paper to be reviewed to add 

dependability to the study. After reviewing the transcripts and quotes used, the additional 

researcher confirmed that quotes were not taken out of context to fit a certain narrative 

for the study. 

 Confidentiality is used to protect research participants from harm and is used 

primarily in qualitative research since this type of research uses rich content from 

participants (Kaiser, 2009). To stay in line with other qualitative research, the identities 

of the participants were protected throughout the process.  Identities of the participants 
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were protected by keeping the files of recordings and transcripts in a location only 

identifiable by the researcher and on a password protected laptop. In the transcripts 

provided, any identify information was either removed completely or was replaced with 

pseudonyms.  

Confirmability 

 “Confirmability is the neutrality or the degree findings are consistent and could be 

repeated” (Connelly, 2016, “Confirmability” section, para. 1). This means the 

interpretation of the data “should not be based on your own particular preferences and 

viewpoints but needs to be grounded in the data” (Korstjens & Moser, 2017, p. 122). 

Confirmability can be achieved by providing “rich quotes” from participants which help 

represent each theme (Cope, 2014). Similar to dependability, audit trails are also used to 

help ensure confirmability (Korstjens & Moser, 2017).  

 This study provided audit trails that included the original recordings of each 

interview, transcriptions for each interview, and the coding files which were conducted 

by hand. By providing these audit trails, this helped ensure confirmability for this study.  

Researcher Bias 

 Researcher bias is “when the researcher (consciously or unconsciously) influences 

the results of an empirical study based on their expectations” (Romano et al., 2021, p. 1). 

In simple terms, researcher bias occurs when the researcher follow’s their own agenda to 

achieve specific expectations (Romano et al., 2021). A way to countermeasure researcher 

bias is to ensure the study is transparent so other researchers can recreate the study. The 

transparency of this study was mentioned earlier. 
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Summary 

 This study utilized interviews to make this a qualitative research study. A total of 

seven participants were interviewed. Interviews were recorded to later be transcribed 

through a transcription service called otter.ai and then reviewed by the researcher to 

ensure accuracy in the information. Once the transcripts were generated, coding into 

themes and sub-themes commenced to help connect relationships within the different 

interviews. This also provided the data and information provided in Chapter IV. The next 

chapter will look at the findings from the methodology process and give an in-depth look 

at what was found.  
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS  

 

 This chapter analyzes the data collected in relation to each research objective. 

Interviews for this study were conducted between December 2021 and January 2022. In 

between Hurricane Harvey in 2017 and when the interviews were conducted, several 

events had occurred including the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic which started in 2020, 

Winter Storm Uri in February 2021, Hurricane Nicholas in September 2021, and more 

recently, the tornadoes that left a path of destruction through Kentucky in December 

2021. Many of these events, as well as events prior to Hurricane Harvey, such as the 

drought of 2011, Hurricane Ike, and Hurricane Katrina were mentioned heavily in each of 

the participants' responses.  

Purpose and Objectives 

The purpose of this study was to understand and explore the communication 

efforts made and lessons learned from agricultural communicators during Hurricane 

Harvey in 2017. The research was guided by the following three objectives: 

1. Explore the agricultural communicators’ strategies to communicate during and 

after the hurricane. 

2. Determine the efforts made by agricultural communicators to create a natural 

disaster crisis communications plan. 

3. Determine the lessons learned by communicators during the hurricane. 
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Findings in Relation to Objective 1 

 Objective 1 sought to explore the agricultural communicators’ strategies to 

communicate during and after the hurricane. In answering this objective, seven 

agricultural communicators spread across different professions, including journalists, 

AgriLife Extension agents, producers, farm groups, and commodity groups were 

interviewed. Once the interviews were conducted, interviews were transcribed and coded 

the data through open and axial coding by hand. Otter.ai was used to help transcribe 

interviews and coding was conducted by the researcher by hand. Through this form of 

data analysis, four major themes were found and then several sub-themes. The four major 

themes include: 1) preparation for Harvey, 2) response to Harvey, 3) most effective way 

to communicate, and 4) the utilization of social media. 

Preparation for Harvey 

Preparation for Harvey was listed first because this provided the foundation for 

how agricultural communicators would communicate during and after a disaster. This 

also fits into the first stage of the crisis life cycle, precrisis.  

Farmers and ranchers who have grown up in South Texas are aware of hurricanes 

and know the potential risks that come with living on the coast. This also means they are 

good at sizing up storms and know how to prepare for a hurricane. Local news stations 

start reporting on incoming storms about a week out and this is also when those in 

agriculture start to pay more attention. Also, a week out is when communicators start 

having pre-meetings to start preparing for the incoming hurricane. The communicators 

were aware the preparation for a hurricane does not happen overnight, which is why they 

start watching the weather and start the preparation process a week out from the hurricane 
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making landfall. However, because farmers and ranchers know how to prepare for an 

incoming hurricane, each participant of this study made mention about how there was not 

much they could communicate in preparation for a hurricane farmers and ranchers did not 

already know. 

OWEN: The farmers or the people that have grown up and lived and worked in 
that region, they're experts at sizing up storms. They've been living with them for 
a long time and people on the coast, in my experience, take it pretty seriously. 
When there's a storm coming, the people on the radio, the weather people are 
talking about it a week before. People are mindful of what's approaching and all 
those farmers and everybody else in South Texas, they're pretty with it. So, there 
wasn't anything that I could tell them that they didn't already that they weren't 
well aware of. 
 
When talking about preparing for a hurricane, George indicated the more 

important part of preparing for a hurricane is preparing for what happens afterward and 

how people will respond once the hurricane moved through. 

GEORGE: I think you just hit on a pretty important part. It's really how prepared 
are we to deal with the after effect. What's it going to take? You're basically at 
that point going on offense rather than defense. All right so this got wiped out, 
how are we rebuilding it? How are we going to go about getting power back? 
How are we going to go about draining this field? What do we need to do?  
 
Each field prepares differently for emerging crises. This also depends on 

manmade versus natural disaster crisis. While coding the main theme “Preparation for 

Harvey,” three sub-themes were found: 1) agriculture preparation, 2) insurance, and 3) 

media preparation. 

Agriculture preparation 

 How farmers and ranchers prepared for Hurricane Harvey was different from 

people in more urban areas. Most participants mentioned they monitor the weather 

closely and will know about a hurricane usually a week in advance and is when they will 
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start to prepare. While a week gives time to prepare, there is only so much those in 

agriculture can do in preparation for a natural disaster. 

RICHARD: You know, ranchers got some warning. They know storms come in 
and if you can move cows to high ground. You can move animals out of the creek 
bottoms, out of the places that that normally flood. You can move them up to a 
higher spot and that's pretty common to do and the animals try to do that 
themselves if they're out there. You do lose some to flooding but I think that's 
pretty common, and I think people know what tends to flood and what doesn't. 
 
Other participants, George and Meredith, mentioned in their interviews how 

farmers and ranchers are used to preparing for hurricanes and more so are preparing for 

floods which result from hurricanes. Because hurricanes are a frequent weather event for 

those in South Texas, each participant mentioned there is little to do in preparation, 

especially in agriculture, other than preparing for floods. 

Insurance 

As interviews were conducted, a common term kept coming up, insurance. Many 

mentioned how this was the way farmers did the most in preparing for a hurricane. 

Although it was not mentioned and discussed enough to be included as a main theme, it 

yielded helpful information in preparation for a hurricane and is included here.  

OWEN: Typically, they have insurance on their production, so if they get wiped 
out by the drought or get blown away by a hurricane, and there's a huge, really big 
loss, they'll get an insurance claim against that. Which it never brings them back 
to where they would have been, but it helps them a little bit, so farmers have 
insurance. 

 
Media preparation 

As things become more digital, this often becomes a way to communicate and 

prepare for a crisis. Although some of the participants used media such as emails, press 

releases, text messages, and phone calls to communicate to farmers and ranchers in 

preparation for Harvey, others used it to communicate after Harvey to the masses. This 
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media preparation step was still needed prior Harvey so agricultural communicators were 

ready to go once Harvey hit. 

ATTICUS: We would have canned press releases prepared. Also, pertinent social 
media of course. We were doing preparation of equipment, having laptop 
chargers, portable chargers, charging equipment, because we can be deployed to 
either livestock supply points or trying to do remote work. We would have a lot of 
preliminary meetings over the phone. Just kind of preemptive preparation, and 
then once the storm hit, then we were active. 
 

A few participants mentioned they sent out emails prior to the hurricane. George 

used these emails to update stakeholders on the changing forecast and reminders which 

included checking drains and making sure farmers and ranchers were gathering the right 

information to be able to file insurance claims. Preston mentioned how his organization 

used the emails as an initial contact to those who were going to be affected. Then Preston 

followed up with texts and phone calls throughout the course of Harvey to help his 

organization get a jump on what they were hearing and seeing from their stakeholders so 

they could assist them as quickly as possible.  

Response to Harvey 

 The different sectors each participant came from gave insight on how they reacted 

to Harvey making landfall. Although the participants gave different answers, there were 

similarities of how those in agriculture responded to a natural disaster.  

PRESTON: From the association standpoint, we knew the most effective way that 
we can help and support is to try to get money into that fund and then try to get 
our [people] to apply for those grant dollars. Part of that, too, is like we went to 
our partners that already exist, like the Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo 
donated $100,000 to that disaster relief fund. 
 
MEREDITH: I think a lot of times, our members turn to their local leaders and 
local field staff instead of the state office for information. We're able to equip 
them with that information and they're able to help their members and 
communicate with them directly, because they already have that relationship 
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established. We're just equipping those members of our team, essentially, with the 
information they need to help their members in their areas. 
 

 Meredith went on to talk about how their organization waited until Harvey had 

moved through and when it was safe for their team to go down to South Texas. Once they 

had a team in South Texas, they worked on gathering videos, photos, interviews with 

farmers and ranchers, and anything else they could gather to help document what was 

going on.   

 
WINSTON: What we call Strike Team agents come in during a major event, 
they'll come in and work for five to seven days and then they will rotate out and 
we'll bring in another group. We would do daily communications with the county 
judge and the commissioner's court, each mayor in their counties, and each school 
superintendent, or a designee of those entities to find out what was the number 
one issue facing them during the recovery. 

  

While Winston’s initial response was to mention how the Strike Team agents 

deploy during a major natural disaster event, he went even further to explain what 

AgriLife Extension as a whole does in response to a hurricane. In any major disaster, 

AgriLife Extension will support the Animal Health Commission and Texas Division 

Emergency Management by working with agricultural producers and commodity groups. 

One of the biggest things they do is setting up animal supply points which allows 

producers to pick up feed, hay, and sometimes clean water to aid their livestock they may 

be sheltering post event. Winston said this is something they will continue to do until the 

local agricultural infrastructure stands back up. 

 While recalling one of the first calls Richard received with Harvey, he could not 

help but find it funny how people were concerned enough to call before Harvey had even 

dissipated.  
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RICHARD: The first call I got, they wanted to know what it meant for 
agriculture. It was still raining, and I said, ‘you know, I appreciate your call, but 
can you at least let it quit raining before we come up with it?’ I mean, the pressure 
to get it done quickly is always there. We try to do a good job, but you get our 
best answer in the time you have to have it in. And the more time we get, we think 
the better the answer will be. But sometimes time is pretty important. 
 

Most effective way to communicate 

 Participants were asked the question, “What did you find was the best way to 

communicate?” This was helpful in knowing how agricultural communicators were 

communicating during Harvey to provide a foundation to help future agricultural 

communicators during future hurricanes. Again, each participant had their own way of 

communicating during this time, but a pattern began to emerge as more participants were 

interviewed. 

PRESTON: The most effective way we had to communicate, I really think, was 
our website. It was a great way for us to communicate with folks not directly in 
the affected area to solicit donations or if you know of folks who are needing help 
or if you are organizing some sort of assistance, we could publicize that on our 
website. 
 
GEORGE: Email, text, phone. We just start hammering each other with calls and 
texts and whatever. We are always communicating really. 
 
ATTICUS: It wasn't real one way, it was a variety of ways on the phone, email, 
you know, that kind of thing. I did take a considerable amount of radio inquiry. 

 
 Meredith and Atticus talked about how they used different forms of 

communication when it came to their organizations’ differing audience. Atticus 

mentioned how he communicated in various ways including phone, email, and radio 

inquiry. Meredith found emails which directed members to a single landing page was 

useful for those who were directly impacted. Then with the public, social media was the 

most effective form of communication.  
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MEREDITH: I think a lot of people would say social media and I think because 
of social media we were able to raise awareness, understanding, and then also 
empathy from other states who are watching what was happening along the coast. 
Then for our membership, our email communication with them was key during 
that time. They knew that they could rely on us for updates and the information in 
the emails would take them to where they needed to go, whether that was our 
website or USDA information. 
 

 Other participants relied on the relationships they had fostered prior to Harvey 

hitting and used the form of communication that was common during a natural disaster or 

not. They found this to be the most effective way since it was a form of communication 

previously established. George said how those in agriculture are always communicating 

and hammering each other with calls and texts. Winston found text message worked for 

both his team and those beyond his team as they worked to secure resources. Because 

Winston already had relationships set up before Harvey, he was able to use texting as the 

most effective way to communicate.  

WINSTON: So, as we're working, we're trying to secure resources for the animal 
stuff. You know I text a lot of different suppliers and make requests known. And 
then those daily conference calls. And then as we went into the recovery mode, it 
was the app that's Survey 123 app is how we communicated on recovery needs by 
jurisdiction. 

 
Communication used 

Throughout the seven interviews, participants would frequently use the same 

terms for the communication they used. Not only within the individuals’ interview but 

there started to become a pattern across all the interviews. The findings of those terms 

used are reflected in the following table. Table 1 shows the different communication 

terms mentioned throughout the study. The media term most frequently used was email 

(n = 37, 18.5%). Email is followed by social media (n = 27, 13.5%) and then closely 

after, Facebook (n = 26, 13.0%). Social media was in reference to any social media 
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platforms the agricultural communicators were on including Facebook, Instagram, and 

Twitter. Terms and forms of communication used that were surprising to find high on the 

list include website (n = 21, 10.5%), phone calls (n = 18, 9.0%), Twitter (n = 15, 7.5%), 

and text (n = 13, 6.5%). The app (n = 10, 5.0%) is the app Winston referred to being used 

during the animal supply points. Other terms mentioned but represent the lower half of 

the data include press release (n = 10, 5.0%), radio (n = 9, 4.5%), Instagram (n = 9, 

4.5%), conference call (n = 4, 2.0%), and 211 process (n = 1, 0.5%). These make up the 

remaining 16.5%. 
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Note. Social media was mentioned as a general term to all the platforms the organization 
was on at the time. Facebook, Instagram, and Twitter were mentioned specifically by 
name. 
 
 
How the messages were prepped to be relayed 

 While participants were talking about the most effective way to communicate 

during a natural disaster, the topic of how the messages were being prepared came up 

naturally. Some of the participants had specific ways they prepared these messages, while 

others found a way to write these messages as the need arose. Each participant also 

Table 3 

Communication Terms Mentioned Throughout the Study (N=200) 

Media Frequency Percent 

Email 37 18.50 

Social Media 27 13.50 

Facebook 26 13.00 

Website 21 10.50 

Phone Calls 18 9.00 

Twitter 15 7.50 

Text 13 6.50 

App 10 5.00 

Press Release 10 5.00 

Radio 9 4.50 

Instagram 9 4.50 

Conference Call 4 2.00 

211 Process 1 0.50 
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mentioned how it was a team effort to get the information out and implied there was 

extensive communication between various team members to ensure everything worked 

the way it needed to.  

RICHARD: You have to do a lot of communication ahead of time with various 
government officials. You have to time that very carefully when your numbers 
come out, because you may have a governor who wants to put out a really big 
number and you don’t want to put out a small number right ahead of them. 
 
WINSTON: We work with our state partners and with the local jurisdictions and 
they would send out information. 
 
Richard and Winston talked more about how they worked with and 

communicated in a specific way to get the messages out and implied an established way 

of preparing these messages. On the other side, Atticus and Preston relied on their team 

members to help them prepare messages as Harvey was on going and did not have an 

established way of preparing these ahead of time but found a system that worked as 

Harvey was unfolding.  

ATTICUS: We would use some pictures that were shot down in the area or we 
use maybe some images that were some file images, something to describe the 
situation. 
 
PRESTON We just added a new page to the site. We linked it on the homepage 
with that rotating banner. So, our communications team member created a graphic 
that would live in that space. And then the way that our website worked is like 
anyone on staff could add to it. So, if we were fielding phone calls, any of us 
could go in and add you know, this donation or this specific need is being 
requested. 
 

Messages relayed 

 While the forms of communication to relay messages and the way those messages 

were prepared differed, the messages that were relayed were more succinct. Most 

messages relayed came after Harvey hit, while little of the messages relayed were prior to 

Harvey. This stems from the majority of participants not seeing a need to relay anything 
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prior since most farmers and ranchers in the area already know what to do in the event of 

a hurricane. Also, because Harvey started as a Category 1 hurricane, there was not a high 

priority on communicating prior to Harvey making landfall. However, they saw the need 

to provide information, especially on how to help livestock once Harvey made landfall.  

WINSTON: Locations of our animal supply points, hours that they would be 
operating, and shelter and locations, and the kind of things associated with 
bringing an animal to a shelter, requests for volunteers, and how we interact with 
volunteers. 
 
ATTICUS: Content about what you can do post disaster, how do you help 
stranded cattle, flooded cattle. Also, here's some helpful guides that we have 
prepared. 

 
Utilization of social media 

 Social media quickly became a hot topic throughout the interview process. As 

mentioned in the sub-theme section “Communication Used,” Facebook was the most 

mentioned social media platform participants mentioned being the most effective form of 

communication for relaying information. Each participant was mindful of how the 

information they were putting out could help or harm their audience and they wanted to 

make sure they were acting in the most helpful way to those affected but also to those 

who were wanting to help in recovery efforts. 

 Each participant who utilized social media mentioned Facebook was the number 

one social media platform used to communicated messages to their stakeholders and to 

the public. Participants made mention how Facebook allowed users the ability to chat 

back and forth. Other platforms such as Twitter and Instagram were also utilized but 

Facebook is where the agricultural communicators saw the most audience engagement. 

PRESTON: We definitely utilized Facebook. We shared things on the 
association's webpage. I know the foundation, they manage their own social 
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media, but I know they shared as well. And then our foundation director created 
this like specialized group or page on Facebook.  
 
RICHARD: Facebook is how a lot of people communicate. Effective 
communication depends on your audience and what audience you're trying to 
reach.  

 
During his interview, Winston made mention of how he saw a difference in social 

media when it came to hurricanes prior to Harvey and then how they used social media 

during Harvey. While Winston mentioned several differences in the hurricanes during his 

interview, he found this one thing to be the biggest difference when comparing the two. 

WINSTON: But the thing somebody asked me, the biggest difference between 
what we were doing in Ike versus what we were doing in Harvey, I said was the 
impact of social media, both positive and negative. 
 
When talking about his utilization of social media and further clarifying his 

reason for using Facebook, Atticus made a mention of the role Facebook plays in the 

lives of those in more rural areas. This was an important portion since there are many 

farmers and ranchers who live in rural areas.  

ATTICUS: Twitter's good but it seems like Facebook has more of a connection 
with the more elder crowd. I mean, Twitter certainly has a place, it's a good tool 
but I think for rural, and I don't have any data to back this up, but I think rural 
audiences tend to have Facebook accounts and stay connected for some of that 
information that way versus Twitter or Instagram. I think a lot of your lot of 
traditional livestock owners, ag producers, are a lot more inclined to use 
Facebook. 
 
However, Atticus also followed up with the importance of knowing your audience 

and making sure to not leave anything or any form of communication out since the way 

we communicate is constantly evolving. He also went on to mention if there was a social 

media platform his organization was not on, they would consider joining the platform to 

better reach their audience. 
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Findings in Relation to Objective 2 

 Objective 2 sought to determine the efforts made by agricultural communicators 

to create a natural disaster crisis communications plan. To answer this objective, the same 

seven participants were interviewed and through open and axial coding, three major 

themes emerged: 1) experience with crisis communication, 2) crisis communication plan, 

and 3) training for crises. 

Experience with crisis communication 

 It is important to understand the experience participants had in crisis 

communication. This provided a foundation on how participants either created a crisis 

communication plan before or after Harvey hit. Getting to know about their experience 

with crisis communication also gave insight into other events they had been a part of and 

how they communicated during those crises. Many did not realize they had as much 

experience in crisis communication as they had because for most, they just saw it as a 

normal part of their job to communicate during a crisis and, more specifically, during a 

natural disaster.  

RICHARD: We did a bunch of stuff on the big drought from late 2010 to 2012. 
There was a variety of hurricanes, Ike, Rita, I didn't have to do too much Katrina 
stuff. You know, so there's been a variety of those things. 
 
ATTICUS: We had a Mad Cow Disease episode, suspected mad cow disease in 
Texas. That was one incident. In fact, we were doing a disaster training and all my 
colleagues were down in South Texas, and I was left back in College Station and 
when it hit, and, I mean, it was, it was pretty, pretty intense. 
 
 

 There was only one participant who had no experience in communicating during a 

crisis and a big part of it was because this participant had only been in their position for 

six months prior to Harvey making landfall. 
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Crisis communication plan 

 When it came to a crisis communication plan, many of the participants did not 

know if they had one already in place, did not see a need to have one or was in the middle 

of getting one figured out when Harvey hit. However, as mentioned in Objective 1, 

hurricanes are a common occurrence for this area and many of those who live there 

already knew what to do in the event of a hurricane. Since Harvey, certain individuals 

had been working on bringing everyone up to speed on the plan or were working with 

other agencies to put a plan in place.  

GEORGE: We just deal with it when it comes up. Because unfortunately, we're so 
used to hurricanes. It's kind of second nature really. 
 
PRESTON: So, 2017 we were just kind of like on our own, and I wouldn't say 
like we had a great framework to engage in 2017. 
 
WINSTON: We have gotten better with our continuity of operations. I mean, 
there was a continuity of operations plan, but we've gotten better at making sure 
people know what that is. We rely on the counties. County offices are owned by 
the county, they're not owned by AgriLife Extension service, and so we follow 
their crisis communication. 
 
ATTICUS: Yeah, we had a framework of a crisis communications laid out and 
yes, we had talked about it and had discussed that prior. 
 
MEREDITH: Prior to Harvey, we were more of the, we have a plan but we 
haven't dusted it off in a while and looked at it kind of group. So I think Harvey 
taught us a wonderful lesson and making sure that it is a readily available 
document for our team. 
 
 

 Part of having a crisis communication plan is knowing when to enact it in case of 

a crisis. With hurricanes, people start really tracking those about a week out but there are 

many cases where the hurricane does not reach shore. This prompted the question of 

when is the best time to enact the crisis communication plan? Those who had a plan 

talked how they were having meetings a week out and continued to monitor the storm. 
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Once they knew a hurricane was going to hit, they started implementing the crisis 

communication plan at least 24 hours prior to the hurricane making landfall.  

However, even after Harvey, individuals were unaware if their organizations were 

going to create a crisis communication plan for future events. 

WINSTON: I don't know, that would be above my paygrade. I'm sure there is. I'm 
sure that, you know, and the thing too is the agency I know, that we're going 
through a transition of all communications. So, I couldn't tell you exactly what 
that looks like. 
 

Training for crises 

The last main theme for Objective 2 that emerged was training for crises. Some of 

the participants had been involved in crisis training before Hurricane Harvey. However, 

the majority had participated in trainings after Harvey. Those who had been through 

trainings found great value in the exercises and felt like it had helped them deal with 

crises post Harvey. While some participated in annual trainings, others had only been 

through an initial training but would have been willing to do more if the need arose again. 

WINSTON: We have our annual training. Also, all AgriLife Extension agents as 
they've come on board. We have an emergency management self-paced webinar 
they all watch, just to kind of get them introduced to emergency management. A 
lot of them were asked to, and I don't know off the top of my head, most of them 
are asked to do the ICS [intro to the Incident Command System] 100. Just so they 
know the lingo if that makes sense. We have animal related exercises, we work 
with the university vet team, the vet emergency team, and we train with them, 
exercise with them, we also deploy with them. 
 
ATTICUS: Just recently we did the foot and mouth exercise and that was 
supposed to be a tabletop, but it was done virtually. If we don't do those types of 
exercises, we will periodically have phone calls, tell conferences or online 
meetings, or communicate by email just to stay in touch. So, I mean, it's not 
something we do every month in terms of having training or preparation, but 
periodic. 
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 A big part of Atticus’s answers were centered around doing annual trainings and 

he wanted to make a point of how helpful they had been but then also pointing out how 

he keeps on top of emerging trends so he is ready when the need arises. He mentioned 

about how to keep abreast of emerging trends, communicators need to participate in 

periodic trainings as well as conducting your own research on the matter. He also 

mentioned how his colleagues would agree in that periodic trainings work and are helpful 

in keeping abreast of what is happening in emergency management. 

Preston recalled the police officer shooting in Dallas that occurred in 2016 right 

before a big event his organization was hosting. Then Harvey in 2017 gave the 

organization a need to prepare those in leadership how to handle crises. For this reason, a 

relationship was formed with a public relations firm and as a part of their package 

included crisis training. 

PRESTON: So we went, we being myself and the other directors, went through 
some like initial training with them and then we kind of keep them abreast of 
things that are happening. Then, if something does arise, they help to kind of 
coach us through that. They help us prepare statements. 
 
However, this initial training was the only training he was a part of while still 

working for this organization. Preston mentioned in the two and a half years since the 

organization signed the agreement and when he left, they had not participated in any 

other trainings because there had been no turnover. However, if the organization ever 

asked for additional training the PR firm would be glad to retrain the directors.  

Findings in Relation to Objective 3 

 Objective 3 sought to “Determine the lessons learned by communicators during 

the hurricane.” Interviews were used again to help answer Objective 3. Through open and 

axial coding, three themes emerged: 1) lessons learned, 2) changes due to Harvey, and 3) 
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things for the future. This objective allowed participants to reflect on an event they had 

not thought of in years. It also gave them the ability to share things they had learned and 

are hopeful to carry into the next natural disaster or crisis event. The data yielded in this 

section gives insight on how to move forward in planning and communicating in the 

event of a natural disaster as well as gives useful tips and tricks for the future. 

Lessons learned 

Participants were asked “What’s the biggest lesson learned through Hurricane 

Harvey” and their answers gave valuable insight on what was taken away from this major 

disaster and how things can be better for the future. However, many individuals 

expressed difficulty in remembering that far back but after some time to think, were able 

to answer the question. Through the lessons learned in Harvey, it will provide insight on 

how to approach upcoming disasters and what agricultural communicators need to do in 

preparation as well as how to communicate more effectively in a natural disaster crisis 

situation.  

PRESTON: I learned that it's important to ask specific questions and really 
focusing in on how can we be the most helpful. So rather than saying, ‘what do 
you need?’ it's, ‘we have x number of schools that have reached out and want to 
organize a cleanup, do you have a need for that in your community?’ Asking 
specific questions, I feel like yielded the most useful information to us as we were 
trying to help coordinate some of those efforts. 
 
WINSTON: We learned from Hurricane Katrina, that a lot of times people won't 
leave and evacuate ahead of an event if there's not a place to take their animals or 
take their small livestock with them, particularly horses. 4-H and FFA projects, or 
pets, you know, they'll just try to ride out the event, if there's no place that they 
can take their animals to. 

 
 Both Atticus and Meredith mentioned how each disaster is different and comes 

with different challenges for organizations to overcome. Even though each disaster is 
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different is shows how organizations need to be flexible when responding to a disaster, 

especially for a hurricane because not each hurricane presents the same set of storms.  

ATTICUS: No one hurricane is the same. No one ice storm is the same. Each 
disaster presents its set of challenges. It's not cookie cutter. That's the one thing 
I've learned. The other thing I've learned is be prepared. Be prepared for some 
long hours. Not only are you working and need to have the stamina to help others 
and do your job, but you also need to learn to take care of yourself and make sure 
that you are taking care of yourself, getting enough to eat, taking breaks, staying 
hydrated. That way you can do your job and do it well. 
 
MEREDITH: You can never be prepared enough. Just because we had a crisis 
communications plan and a somewhat social strategy doesn't mean that it’s going 
to work or that it’s going to be effective. I quickly learned what kind of graphics 
were going to grab attention. It couldn't be super text heavy, but it needed to have 
enough information to be relative to our audience and then an audience who 
wanted to assist. I learned what needed to be used as the tease to get you to open 
[the email], to click that one link or what needed to be a better subject line to 
make it more obvious of what we were trying to communicate. Not so much 
clickbait but more direct communication. 
 
 

 Two out of seven participants had different sentiments and did not think there was 

much to be learned through Harvey. They mentioned there is a limited response in how 

those in agriculture can respond, resulting in not many lessons to be learned. However, it 

goes to show how important it is to look at what is a common natural disaster for the area 

and then make a plan from the information. 

 Lastly, Atticus was able to give insight on how to approach putting out 

information during a natural disaster crisis event. When it comes to providing 

information, communicators need to provide facts and not just putting information out 

just to be putting it out. Also, when providing factual information, Atticus mentioned the 

information needs to be current to the situation at hand and providing information that 

could help somebody in a post trauma event. 
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Changes due to Harvey 

 Through lessons learned, many gave insight on some changes made due to 

Harvey. Improvements to insurance, training for future crises or new job positions. Some 

of these changes came quickly after Harvey and others have been in more recent years to 

try and prepare for future disasters. Many did have a hopeful tone when thinking about 

the changes made since Harvey and were looking forward to how this could help them in 

the future. 

PRESTON: The other thing that really kind of necessitated for us and it took us a 
while to get there, but I would say it was in 2018, I think is when we formalized 
this relationship, is we work with a PR firm. 
 
OWEN: Fixing the crop insurance contracts to handle those kinds of damages. 
That was what the broader ag industry did in response. 
 
WINSTON: We have new agents. We received some funding from the state 
legislature following Harvey and one of the deals we were able to get, we've got 
now, we have what we call disaster assessment and recovery agents. So you 
know, that's kind of their job is in this assessment, recovery response around 
associated with disasters. It was Harvey that caused a career change for me, inside 
AgriLife Extension service. 
 
Owen was able to speak to the change inside AgriLife Extension services with 

creating a new position in response to Harvey. Also, how the entire agency has been 

pulled in a more disaster response direction after Harvey and then has been more 

solidified through more recent events. He made sure to highlight the AgriLife Extension 

agents and their efforts in disaster response efforts. Owen also mentioned how this started 

with Hurricane Harvey and has continued within the past two years with COVID-19. 

Winston was able to recall relief efforts made in both Harvey and hurricanes prior 

to Harvey and led to a change in how they operate with a local animal emergency team. 

This led to a change in how they deploy their efforts and how they work with others to be 
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able to work more efficiently during a crisis event. Winston found himself and his 

organization crossing paths with the local animal emergency team and decided it would 

be a good idea to coordinate their efforts. After Harvey hit, Winston sat down with the 

leader of the animal emergency team and decided to plan for how to deploy together for 

the next natural disaster event. 

 Meredith talked about how they made changes to help in communication efforts 

for future storms. While Meredith and her team communicate to farmers and ranchers 

about how to keep their animals and crops safe, they also communicate about how 

farmers and ranchers can prepare their infrastructure for incoming storms. She mentioned 

because of what they learned from Harvey has helped them with the recent winter storms 

that hit South Texas. She and her organization have worked to plan better so their 

resources are more readily available and their communication with their field staff is 

better. 

MEREDITH: With this winter storm, and last year's winter storm, we were 
already sending out information about how to again protect your animals, your 
livestock, your home, your food, what to do, and created resource pages on our 
website that had information. So, it's a one stop shop, instead of sending several 
emails with several different links, we could send you to one location. We 
communicated that out via social media, web banners, ads, and other emails so we 
could hit our members in as many places as possible. 
 

Things for the future 

 Participants provided ending remarks to consider for the future and ways they 

plan on preparing differently for the next crisis event. While interviewing these 

individuals, these remarks served as a reminder for themselves to be better for future 

events. These tips and tricks can also be useful for anyone facing a crisis event whether 
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they be a natural disaster or man-made event, these are worth noting to help be better for 

the next crisis. 

ATTICUS:  Do a better job of making sure that the equipment is you know, you 
have batteries charged, you have the latest equipment ready to go. Because we 
tend to put that stuff away and we forget about it, let it sit. So that's one thing to 
keep in mind as part of preparation, make sure all your equipment is ready to go 
and to be thrown in the truck. Also, I think if we did address the issue of resources 
and not having limited resources in terms of manpower, you know if this 
happened again, this is how we would correct it, or we would enlist some other 
people to assist with communications. 
 
WINSTON: This for our bunch, is to have someone that's designated as our 
embedded Public Information Officer. 

 
 
 Because the Survey App 123 was a big help during Harvey, Winston mentioned 

they are working on improvements for the app to make things easier for them in the 

future.  

WINSTON: One thing that we have done since Harvey is that a third-party 
service has developed an app for us to use for the recovery with the local 
jurisdictions. We've asked them to also help us design a computer base and build, 
so we can manage our inventory better during an animal supply point. 
 

 This objective showed how even though it may not always be a conscious effort 

to complete the final stage of the crisis life cycle, post crisis, this seems to be a natural 

occurrence for most individuals. This especially is true for common events such as 

hurricanes for the southern part of Texas. Even though there were a few who did not 

think there was anything new to be learned from Harvey, most were able to see the holes 

in some of their operations and made an effort to make improvements for the next crisis 

event. 
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 This chapter gave the findings of the interviews. The next chapter will go over 

these findings, discuss similarities, and provide future recommendations based off of 

these findings. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Purpose and Objectives 

The purpose of this study was to understand and explore the communication 

efforts made and lessons learned from agricultural communicators during Hurricane 

Harvey in 2017 which affected Texas and Louisiana, with the primary focus being on 

Texas. This research used the restorative rhetoric theory (Griffin-Padget & Allison, 2010) 

as well as Coombs (1999) three staged approach to help achieve the purpose. The 

research presented was guided by the following three objectives: 

1. Explore the agricultural communicators’ strategies to communicate during and 

after the hurricane. 

2. Determine the efforts made by agricultural communicators to create a natural 

disaster crisis communications plan. 

3. Determine the lessons learned by communicators during the hurricane. 

Conclusions for Objective 1 

When analyzing the interviews used for this study four themes emerged: 1) 

preparation for Harvey, 2) response to Harvey, 3) most effective way to communicate, 

and 4) the utilization of social media. These four themes represented Objective 1 which 

was meant to explore and understand the strategies agricultural communicators used to 

communicate during and after Harvey. 
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Preparation for Harvey 

 In following Coombs (1999) three staged approach, the first stage is precrisis. 

This stage includes “actions that organizational members should perform before a crisis is 

encountered,” (Coombs, 1999, p. 15). Coombs also included in this stage three substages: 

signal detection, prevention, and crisis preparation. However, when it comes to 

hurricanes in South Texas, many agricultural communicators stated how people in 

agriculture do not do much to prepare, other than watching the forecast about a week out.   

OWEN: The farmers or the people that have grown up and lived and worked in 
that region, they're experts at sizing up storms. They've been living with them for 
a long time and people on the coast, in my experience, take it pretty seriously. 
When there's a storm coming, the people on the radio, the weather people are 
talking about it a week before. People are mindful of what's approaching and all 
those farmers and everybody else in South Texas, they're pretty with it.  
 

 While preparation for a hurricane and especially for Hurricane Harvey did not 

look like a traditional way to prepare for a crisis, many agricultural communicators tap 

into the signal detection of the first step in crisis management.  

Response to Harvey 

 Each agricultural communicator had a different way in which they responded to 

Hurricane Harvey, and each gave a different perspective when interviewed. However, 

each of them was not as concerned with their reputation and maintaining an image but 

maintained an open dialogue with the general public. By keeping the focus on 

maintaining an open dialogue with the general public, this fits into Griffin-Padget and 

Allison’s (2010) Restorative Rhetoric Theory. The Restorative Rhetoric Theory shifts the 

narrative from maintaining a positive image to maintaining an open relationship with the 

general public. The general public is defined as those who were directly affected by 

Harvey and those who heard about the storm and wanted to help in relief efforts.  
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MEREDITH: I think a lot of times, our members turn to their local leaders and 
local field staff instead of the state office for information. We're able to equip 
them with that information and they're able to help their members and 
communicate with them directly, because they already have that relationship 
established. We're just equipping those members of our team, essentially, with the 
information they need to help their members in their areas. 
 
 

 This fits with the perceived need about how local communities needed to hear 

leaders make sense of what just happened with Harvey, the purpose of providing 

information, creating a sense of security, and establishing a plan for the future while also 

maintaining honesty.  

Most effective way to communicate 

Each participant found their own way to communicate during Harvey with the 

most mentioned forms of communication being email (n = 37) and social media (n = 27). 

Starting this study, it was assumed by the researcher the most effective way for 

agricultural communicators to communicate would have been via social media platforms. 

This was assumed because the researcher thought social media would have been the most 

common form of communication because it had been learned by the researcher this was 

the most effective way of trying to communicate to a mass audience (Houston et al., 

2014; Amant, 2016). Social media can be advantageous for disaster communication 

because social media is often characterized as having greater capacity, dependability, and 

interactivity (Houston et al., 2014). This did not hold true for the agricultural 

communicators who participated in this study. 

GEORGE: Email, text, phone. We just start hammering each other with calls and 
texts and whatever. We are always communicating really. 
 
ATTICUS: It wasn't real one way, it was a variety of ways on the phone, email, 
you know, that kind of thing. I did take a considerable amount of radio inquiry. 
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While most of the agricultural communicators were using their phones and 

sending emails, for Preston, utilizing their website was the best way. It was easy to 

update, and everything was located in one convenient location for anyone to use. Also, by 

utilizing their website, it allowed for his organization to communicate with those who 

were not directly affected by Harvey. 

 Meredith found because their organization deals with members from all over 

Texas, they had to utilize two different forms of communication to best reach their target 

audience. Social media allowed for them to raise awareness, understanding, and empathy 

from their members in other states who were able to see what was unfolding on the coast. 

Email was primarily used for their members who were directly affected. These members 

knew they could rely upon Meredith and her team for updates and information. The 

emails included links that would either send them to their website or USDA information.  

There is not just one platform best for communicators to use when 

communicating during a crisis event since there is no single medium which can reach all 

members of society during a crisis event (Collins et al., 2016). As displayed by the 

participants of this interview, it is important for each organization to recognize what 

platform works best for them and utilize that during a time of crisis. The participants of 

this study did not use the same platform to communicate but each had their own way that 

was found to be most effective for them and their stakeholders.  

Utilization of social media 

Roughly about seven-in-ten Americans say they use a social media site, which is a 

number that has remained relatively stable over the last five years (Auxier & Anderson, 

2021). “Generally, digital media and especially social media have an interactive structure 
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for communication, which differentiate them from the mass media,” (Taekke, 2017, pp. 

189-190). When it comes to social media, anyone who has an account has the ability to 

partake in the communication that happens on social media platforms (Taekke, 2017). A 

study conducted by Duggan et al. (2015) showed Facebook remained the most popular 

social media site used. In a research study conducted by Auxier and Anderson with Pew 

Research (2021) they found 69% of adults use Facebook and this number was about the 

same as two years prior. This coincides with the findings of this study showing how 

Facebook was the most mentioned form of social media used for communication during 

Harvey. 

RICHARD: Facebook is how a lot of people communicate. Effective 
communication depends on your audience and what audience you're trying to 
reach. 
  
WINSTON: But the thing somebody asked me, the biggest difference between 
what we were doing in Ike versus what we were doing in Harvey, I said was the 
impact of social media, both positive and negative. 
 
To conclude the findings for Objective 1, it was found that most of the 

communication regarding hurricanes come after the fact. Most people do not find the 

need to communicate with those in agriculture about how to prepare for a hurricane 

because most people are either 1) aware of the weather and are watching it at least a week 

ahead of time, or 2) already know what to do, so communicating prior to a hurricane was 

not a good use of time because there was not much these agricultural communicators 

could tell their target audience they did not already know. 

When communicating to farmers and ranchers after a natural disaster, Facebook is 

a popular channel used since it allows for users to chat back and forth. This creates a 

more personal experience. Other forms of communication like texting and emails also 
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showed to be effective ways to communicate. Most of those working in the agriculture 

field already have pre-established relationships which are seen as useful in times of 

crises. 

Lastly, while participants came from different backgrounds it was surprising and 

refreshing to hear how similar their approach to Hurricane Harvey was. Thinking this 

primarily comes from the fact hurricanes are a way of life in Southern Texas to where 

everyone just knows what to do at this point and knows it is a product of being a part of 

agriculture in this area. This relates back to a study conducted by Irlbeck and Moore 

(2020) concerning the 2016, 2017, and 2018 wildfires which occurred in Texas, 

Oklahoma, and Kansas. Irlbeck and Moore found “for some organizations, it is a formal 

document, for others, it is informal, but understood,” (p. 7) when having a plan for when 

wildfires occur. In areas where the same natural disaster is a common occurrence, most 

individuals just know what to do since they used to these events happening annually and 

frequently each year. 

Conclusions for Objective 2 

Through analyzing interviews to determine efforts made by agricultural 

communicators to create a natural disaster crisis communication plan, three themes 

emerged: 1) experience with crisis communication, 2) crisis communication plan, and 3) 

training for crises. 

Experience with crisis communication 

  When talking about their experience with crisis communication prior to Harvey, 

many did not consider what they had done for past natural disaster events as being 

experienced with crisis communication. As outlined by Seeger and Sellnow (2019) the 
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majority of participants were a part of the planning, developing, and disseminating of 

informational and persuasive messaging process, which is part of the basics for crisis 

communication. However, many saw this part of the process as a part of their job and 

never put a label on the communication they do for a crisis event. Only one of the 

participants had previous experience with crisis communication and was able to recount 

an experience he had before Harvey. 

ATTICUS: We had a Mad Cow Disease episode, suspected mad cow disease in 
Texas. That was one incident. In fact, we were doing a disaster training and all my 
colleagues were down in South Texas, and I was left back in college station and 
when it hit, and, I mean, it was, it was pretty, pretty intense. 

 
Crisis communication plan 

 Many participants had never considered a crisis communication plan because 

hurricanes were so common for them, implying the need to have a written plan was not 

necessary. However, research has found value in the preparation of a crisis by creating a 

crisis communication plan (Coombs, 2019).  

GEORGE: We just deal with it when it comes up. Because unfortunately, we're so 
used to hurricanes. It's kind of second nature really. 
 

 Many had the same sentiments as George saying there is no real plan but more of 

an attitude of just knowing how to handle the crisis when it happens. Although some 

mentioned a potential issue in this system, most felt this worked for them and did not 

seem to want to change this way of operations for their organizations. Winston thought 

his organization might have a crisis communication plan but was not able to recall 

specific details. Then Meredith was aware of a crisis communication plan but their 

organization had not touched it in several years so it ended up being outdated and was not 
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a document everyone was familiar with. “A crisis communication plan has little value if 

it is not tested and practiced in simulations or exercise,” (Coombs, 2019, p. 98).  

MEREDITH: Prior to Harvey, we were more of the, we have a plan but we 
haven't dusted it off in a while and looked at it kind of group. So I think Harvey 
taught us a wonderful lesson and making sure that it is a readily available 
document for our team. 
 
 

 For communicators who deal with crises frequently, it was surprising to find 

many did not have a crisis communication plan. However, as more participants were 

interviewed, it became clear that because hurricanes are normal for those in South Texas, 

it is not necessarily a top priority for individuals since everyone knows what they are 

doing. It does beg the question though, what happens when someone new comes in and 

hurricanes are not normal for them? 

Training for crises 

Training for crises can help with both reducing stress and building healthy team 

dynamics that will help to mitigate stress that comes from a crisis event (Coombs, 2019). 

Prior to Harvey, only Atticus had experience with training for crises. After Harvey, 

slowly, others started to implement training for crises and found value in conducting 

these. They found value in staying on top of the latest trends, language, and how to work 

with other organizations which helps with crisis management like a local vet emergency 

team, Disaster Assessment and Recovery (DAR) agents, and Strike teams. 

PRESTON: So we went, we being myself and the other directors, went through 
some like initial training with them and then we kind of keep them abreast of 
things that are happening. Then, if something does arise, they [PR firm] help to 
kind of coach us through that. They help us prepare statements. 
 
Through collecting and analyzing the data for Objective 2, many individuals did 

not place a high importance on creating or maintaining a crisis communication plan. As a 
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continuous theme throughout all the interviews showed because hurricanes are such a 

common occurrence, many individuals assume others know what to do and see little to no 

value in trying to teach them something new. However, there were a few who found 

value in the crisis training they were involved in and saw how useful it can be for future 

events.  

Conclusions for Objective 3 

The last objective sought to determine the lessons learned from the agricultural 

communicators during Hurricane Harvey. By analyzing the interviews, three themes 

emerged: 1) lessons learned, 2) changes due to Harvey, and 3) things for the future. 

Lessons Learned 

 The last stage of the crisis life cycle is post crisis. This stage involves evaluating 

what was learned from the most recent crisis. “One way to improve the crisis 

management process is by learning what the organization did right or wrong during a 

crisis,” (Coombs, 2019, p. 163). During the interviews, it was realized this was a natural 

part of what happens post crisis. However, many expressed this was not a formal 

conversation but more so realizations they had made themselves.  

PRESTON: I learned that it's important to ask specific questions and really 
focusing in on how can we be the most helpful. So rather than saying, ‘what do 
you need?’ It's, ‘We have x number of schools that have reached out and want to 
organize a cleanup, do you have a need for that in your community?’ Asking 
specific questions, I feel like yielded the most useful information to us as we were 
trying to help coordinate some of those efforts. 

 
 While Winston mentioned a lesson learned from a previous hurricane, it was this 

lesson learned which enacted change for Harvey. Then after Harvey, it only confirmed a 

previous assumptions they made. Winston found that often times people in agriculture do 
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not leave or evacuate prior to a hurricane, especially if there is no where to take their 

animals or small livestock, they will just ride out the storm. 

 From following the natural next step in a crisis life cycle and evaluating what 

happens post crisis, it allows for changes to happen and to be made to prepare for the next 

event. 

Changes Due to Harvey 

Part of the post crisis process is preparing for the next crisis event (Coombs, 

2019). Some participants made changes within a year after Harvey, whereas others have 

made more recent changes. Even the recent changes were because of Harvey. One of the 

biggest changes for agriculture was fixing crop insurance. After Harvey, insurance 

companies realized they were not able to handle the amount of destruction Harvey 

brought and changed policies to be better for the next hurricane.  

 A big change for AgriLife Extension involved creating a new position for agents 

which deal specifically with disaster assessment and recovery. When trying to find 

participants for this study, these individuals were added to a list of participants to be 

reached out to, to interview. However, none of the individuals in those positions were 

there before Harvey and after talking with Winston, it became clear it was because these 

jobs were not available until after Harvey.  

WINSTON: We have new agents. We received some funding from the state 
legislature following Harvey and one of the deals we were able to get, we have 
what we call disaster assessment and recovery agents. So, that's kind of their job 
is in this assessment, recovery response around associated with disasters. It was 
Harvey that caused a career change for me, inside AgriLife Extension service. 
 
Also, because the Survey 123 App worked so well during Harvey, Winston is 

working with the forest service to look into developing the app further into a computer 
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base program to help them during the animal supply points. This was something which 

ended up being valuable during Harvey and something they would like to continue with 

into the next crisis event.  

Without the last stage of the crisis life cycle where organizations, in this case the 

agricultural communicators, take the time after a crisis to evaluate what went well and 

what did not go as well, these changes would not have been made and there would not be 

any progress toward bettering crisis communication for future natural disaster crisis 

events. 

Things for the future 

 The last theme for Objective Three served as the hope individuals had for doing 

better in the future. Individuals made remarks about being better for the future which 

pertained for them personally as well as for their specific organizations they were 

representing. It also offered advice for others who are faced with crisis and how they can 

better prepare for future events. This adds to Coombs’ (1999) three staged approach and 

the last stage with post crisis. Ultimately, how do organizations learn from the previous 

crisis and how do they work to make the next one different? 

ATTICUS:  Do a better job of making sure that you have batteries charged and 
have the equipment ready to go. We tend to put that stuff away and forget about 
it. That's one thing to keep in mind as part of preparation, make sure all your 
equipment is ready to go. Also, I think if we did address the issue of resources and 
not having limited resources in terms of manpower. If this happened again, this is 
how we would correct it or we would enlist some other people to assist with 
communications. 

 
The majority of participants learned lessons through Hurricane Harvey and have 

worked to improve their weak spots as well as better prepare for future events. When 

interviewing participants, the questions associated with post crisis saw the biggest 
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mention of other events. These events included both past and more recent events. This 

shows how after each crisis event it is important to evaluate what just happened and 

improve upon weak areas and continue to foster the strong spots (Coombs, 2019).  

After talking with the participants and learning just how frequent hurricanes were 

for them, there was not high expectations for many changes or lessons learned from the 

agricultural communicators. However, as outlined with Coombs (1999) three-staged 

approach, a part of the crisis life cycle is dealing with lessons learned in the post crisis 

stage and assess to see what can be learned. This goes to show how people are 

continuously learning and just as the participants of this study said, no one hurricane is 

the same.  

Discussion 

Although only seven individuals were interviewed and came from different 

backgrounds and specialties, many had the same thoughts and approaches toward how to 

handle crisis communication during a hurricane. Even though participants were unaware, 

they followed Coombs’ (1999) three-staged approach which handles precrisis, crisis, and 

post crisis communication. It became apparent early in the interviews how many do not 

think about how to respond to a hurricane in a crisis communication manner because 

hurricanes are so frequent and they are operating on the assumption most farmers, 

ranchers, and those involved with agriculture already know what they are doing.  

Many participants relied upon their local leaders whether they be AgriLife 

Extension agents or leaders in farm and commodity groups which falls in line with the 

Restorative Rhetoric Theory presented by Griffin-Padget and Allison (2010). This theory 

relies upon open dialogue between the public and crisis leaders, which tends to be the 
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local leaders in the affected areas. For those who were not as directly affected by the 

storm, like Preston, they relied upon what the local leaders were saying and relayed those 

messages on their own platforms. Also, no participant made a mention of making sure 

their organizations reputation was maintained but wanted to facilitate an open 

conversation with those affected and the general public. However, using Griffin-Padget 

and Allison’s Restorative Rhetoric Theory for natural disasters begs the question of if this 

theory should be considered in more natural disaster crises.  

The majority of individuals talked about how there is little preparation to do 

before a hurricane but the majority of communication comes afterward. Also, the 

majority of agricultural communicators did not have any formal crisis communication 

plan in place and few had made efforts toward creating one after Harvey. Coombs (2019) 

talks about how important a crisis communication plan is since it is the “tip of the crisis 

management iceberg,” (p. 7). However, even though there were no formal plans in place, 

most people already knew what to do to prepare for a hurricane and how to respond after. 

For those who are familiar with frequent crises, such as hurricanes, is there a high 

importance for those individuals to have a crisis communication plan in place like 

Coombs talks about? 

Other events were mentioned frequently throughout the interviews and many 

talked about how those other crises influenced the way they responded to Harvey as well 

as how they continue to respond to events after Harvey. Even though each participant 

was able to recall their own experience with Harvey and it provided a different 

perspective, many of the details and answers overlapped one another making the data 

yielded valuable in moving forward.  
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Recommendations 

Practitioners 

For future communication efforts in hurricane events, agricultural communicators 

should start communicating one week out from the storm. This seemed to be the time 

frame participants mentioned being a sweet spot for not being too ahead of the storm but 

still providing information in enough time for individuals to prepare. Preparation for 

these types of disasters do not happen overnight and even though there might be little to 

do for livestock or row crops, farmers, ranchers, and communicators can start preparing 

prior to the storm for what comes after the storm has moved through.  

Communicators need to consider what natural events are common and or frequent 

for the area. Knowing what is normal for the area will change the message 

communicators will need to put out before a storm. As shown in this study, participants 

did not feel as if there was anything to tell farmers and ranchers they did not already 

know. This can hold true for other areas or other natural disasters. If individuals are used 

to a certain natural disaster, the information they need prior to event might look different. 

Also, the communication might change from whether participants need more information 

ahead of a disaster or if the communication needs to primarily come after. This 

recommendation also pertains to communicators knowing their audience and how to 

reach them in times of crises. 

Emails, texts, and phone calls seemed to be the most effective way to 

communicate with individuals who had been directly affected by Harvey and then social 

media to communicate with those not directly affected. These forms of communication 

have the potential to be useful in future communication concerning natural disasters. To 
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build upon the Restorative Rhetoric Theory, communicators should rely upon their local 

leaders or AgriLife Extension agents to help disseminate information. For this study, the 

local leaders and AgriLife Extension agents already had established relationships with 

farmers, ranchers, and other individuals affected. Already having established 

relationships allowed for those leaders and agents to get the most useful information 

about what those affected individuals needed and were able to get them the information 

they needed to be able to start recovering from the storm.  

Taking from Preston’s interview, asking specific questions to those affected can 

help in the recovery efforts. By asking victims yes or no questions, it takes some of the 

assessing of what needs attention out and also lets them get back to work sooner. By 

having someone field questions about people wanting to donate their time, money, and 

effort to the cause, it allows those affected to focus on the destruction at hand. As many 

of the participants of this study found, those who were affected have their hands full of 

trying to assess the damage and trying to start the recovery process, meaning their time to 

answer questions is limited. By having preset questions ready and available to ask to 

those affected, it cuts down on the time victims need to spend talking with 

communicators and also speeds up the recovery process by giving those affected what 

they need for their current situation.  

Lastly for communicators, having pre-made templates available for other 

agricultural communicators or agricultural organizations. Many times, those in 

agriculture are preoccupied with other duties in their everyday routines but also 

concerned with other things when a crisis event is unfolding. Having pre-made templates 

or plans for organizations, especially for similar organizations and common crisis events, 
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would take out the hassle of creating a plan. If communicators and organizations already 

had plans, they would then just be tasked with maintaining and updating the document. 

This would help organizations to have a crisis communication plan in place without 

bogging down the communicators who may not have enough time to create a plan. 

Researchers 

 Going into this study, it was expected there would be difficulty in remembering 

specific details on Hurricane Harvey. Something not expected was the amount 

participants would mention how difficult it would be to recall information and when 

giving answers were not always sure they were giving the most accurate information. 

Harvey only hit four years ago when this study started in August 2021. To be able to 

yield the most useful data, researchers should consider conducting research on the event 

within the first few years. By conducting research sooner on devastating natural disaster 

like Hurricane Harvey it also helps prevent other devastating events to happen. In 

between Hurricane Harvey and the start of this study, agricultural communicators in 

South Texas were a part of two other devastating events, COVID-19 and Winter Storm 

Uri. There was an overlap in information given as these two events were more recent than 

Harvey. Conducting researcher sooner would have provided more accurate and recent 

information from participants. 

 After coding the interviews, it was realized by the researcher that it would have 

been beneficial to get a baseline of how much importance agricultural communicators 

placed on having a crisis communication plan in place. It would have given the 

opportunity to compare the importance placed on having a plan and how many already 
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had one or look at who intended on creating one after Harvey. Getting this baseline can 

easily be worked into a question for the interview guide in future research. 

 It became apparent early how AgriLife Extension agents played a big role in crisis 

communication in the agriculture field. While many participants ended up working in 

AgriLife Extension, future researchers should consider interviewing more AgriLife 

Extension agents to help build data on how to effectively communicate during a natural 

disaster event. The communicators not involved in AgriLife Extension also saw value the 

agents brought when communicating to those affected. In addition to interviewing more 

AgriLife Extension agents, researchers should also interview individuals from the Texas 

Animal Health Commission (TAHC). Several participants mentioned the bulk of the 

messages being relayed came from the TAHC and they were tasked with helping amplify 

those messages. An individual was contacted from the TAHC to participate in this study, 

but unfortunately was not able to be interviewed in time to be considered a participant in 

the study. Interviewing an individual from the TAHC would provide a different 

perspective as well as give insight on the messages being communicated and relayed 

during natural disasters. 

 Another research recommendation would be looking at how farmers communicate 

to other farmers. Meredith mentioned in her interview about how their members tend to 

turn to their local leaders in times of need instead of to their office. Looking to see if 

newer farmers rely upon established farmers to help in the recovery efforts would 

determine if established farmers serve the role of opinion leader in these types of 

disasters.  
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 It became apparent early in the interview process that hurricanes are a common 

occurrence for those in South Texas.  Because hurricanes are so common, this study 

should be replicated for an event that is uncommon for the South Texas area like Winter 

Storm Uri. Many participants mentioned the events of Uri and one even suggested Uri 

should have been the focus of this study instead of Harvey. Those in South Texas know 

how to prepare for a hurricane and are better equipped to handle the damages of a 

hurricane. When it comes to a winter storm, they are not as well prepared for cold 

weather events. By looking at natural disasters that are uncommon for an area will help to 

build a crisis communication plan for natural disasters. Also, these uncommon events will 

show organizations where their weaknesses are since not everyone knows what to do 

when they encounter a situation they are unfamiliar with.  

Lastly, future researchers to look at natural disaster events differently. Going into 

this study, natural disasters were viewed as the crisis event instead of being categorized 

in the pre-crisis stage. Especially for agriculture, there is not much to do in preparation 

but after the natural disaster is when the crises start to develop. Many participants 

mentioned it is not so much about how prepared you are for the hurricane but how 

prepared you are for after the hurricane. Future studies in crisis communication with 

hurricanes should place more emphasis on what happens after the hurricane and the crises 

which spawn off the hurricane instead of looking at what happens before the hurricane. 
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A 

Interview Guide 

Hello and welcome. I am so thankful that you have taken the time to sit down with 

me today to discuss crisis communication during Hurricane Harvey. I will be asking you 

a series of questions and I won’t keep you longer than an hour. Feel free to take as much 

time as you need in answering the questions and I am always more than happy to repeat 

any question. I will be taking notes as you give your answers along with recording this 

interview. The recordings are here to help me so later when I am compiling my data I 

don’t misquote or get information wrong. To get us started I will ask you some simple 

questions to get to know you better and then will transition into questions about our topic 

at hand. 

1. Tell me a little bit about yourself. 

a. i.e., your name, what you do for a living, what is your background in 

communications, etc.  

 How long were you in your position before Harvey hit? 

2. What can you tell me about the events of Hurricane Harvey? 

a. What did you do to prepare your readers/listeners/audience for the 

hurricane? 

b. How did you communicate during?  

c. What was your role once the storm moved through? 

3. What was your experience with crisis communication prior to Harvey? 

4. Was there a crisis communications plan before Hurricane Harvey? 
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a. If not, have you developed one since? 

b. What worked well in the plan?  

i. What didn’t work well? 

c. What did you change in the plan after Harvey? 

d. What do you wish would have been on the plan before it happened? 

e. When did you enact the plan?  

i. Was it too soon or too late? 

5. What did you find to be the most effective way to communicate?  

6. How much did you utilize social media? 

a. Where did they get the most post engagement? 

b. What types of messages were relayed?  

c. Were graphics used? 

d. How would you utilize social media differently next time around? 

7. What did you learn from communicating during Harvey? 

8. What was the biggest lesson you learned? 

9. What will you do differently next time?  

a. What will you keep the same?  

10. In conclusion, is there anything else you would like to share on the topic of 

communicating during Hurricane Harvey? Anything else you would like to say 

that you didn’t feel like you got the chance to say?' 
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Conclusion: 

 Once again thank you for taking time out of your day to sit down with me. I 

appreciate your willingness to answer all my questions. I hope you have a great rest of 

your day and feel free to reach out to me via email if you have any questions or want to 

add any information. 
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Appendix B 

IRB Approval Letter 

 

 
 
Nov 8, 2021 11:18:41 AM CST  
 
Erica Irlbeck  
Ag Education and Communication  
 
Re: IRB2021-724 Communicating During the Eye of the Storm: A study on agriculture 
communicators crisis response to hurricane Harvey  
 
Findings: The project involves interviewing individuals about their experiences around 
hurricane Harvey. The targeted population of human subjects is agricultural 
communicators, who will be directly recruited via publicly available contact information. 
The research team has indicated appropriate plans for obtaining informed consent 
and protecting the anonymity of the participants.  
 
Good luck with the study!  
 
Dear Dr. Erica Irlbeck, David Doerfert, Lindsay Kennedy, Emma Stonum:  
 
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 on November 8, 2021.  Annual review is not required, and no 
expiration date will be listed on your letter.   
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The research must follow Texas Tech University’s Operating Procedures, the Belmont 
Report, and 45 CFR 46. If changes to the approved protocol occur, a Modification 
Submission must be reviewed and approved by the IRB before implementation.   
 
A goal of the IRB is to prevent negative occurrences during any research study. However, 
despite our best intent, unforeseen circumstances or events may arise during the research. 
If a deviation, unanticipated problem or adverse event happens during your research, 
please notify the Texas Tech University, Human Research Protection Program as soon as 
possible (45 CFR 46). We will ask for a complete explanation of the event and for you to 
submit an Incident Submission in Cayuse IRB.  
 
Your study may be selected for a Post-Approval Monitoring (PAM). You will be notified 
if your study has been chosen for a PAM. A PAM investigator may request to observe 
your data collection procedures, including the consent process.   
 
Once your research is complete and no identifiable data remains, please use a Closure 
Submission to archive this study. IRBs that remain active are subject to audit by the IRB.  
 
Sincerely,  
 
ORIGINAL SIGNATURE AVAILABLE UPON REQUEST 
 
Martin Binks, Ph.D.  
Chair, Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board  
Director, Nutrition & Metabolic Health Initiative (NMHI)  
Professor, Department of Nutritional Sciences, College of Human Sciences  
 
Human Research Protection Program  
357 Administration Building  
Lubbock, Texas 79409-1075  
T 806.742.2064  
www.hrpp.ttu.edu  
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Appendix C 

Recruiting Email 

 
Dear (Sir/Madam), 
 
I hope this email finds you well. My name is Emma Stonum, and I am a Masters student 
at Texas Tech University in the department of Agricultural Education & 
Communications.  I am conducting a research study on crisis communication efforts 
made during the 2017 Hurricane Harvey. 
 
I am reaching out for your assistance in conducting this research. For this study, I am 
looking for those who were communicating before, during, and after Hurricane Harvey. 
You will be asked to share information on Hurricane Harvey, how you communicated 
throughout this event, as well as basic crisis communication questions. Your participation 
is completely voluntary, and you can stop at any point in the study.  
 
If you feel that you could participate in this study, please feel free to contact me at 
emstonum@ttu.edu or by calling 660-254-6080. You may also contact the Human 
Research Protection Program at Texas Tech University for any questions regarding the 
rights of participants. Their phone number is (806)-742-2064, and their email is 
hrpp@ttu.edu.   
 
I am truly grateful for your time and consideration in helping me conduct this research. I 
look forward to hearing from you soon.   
 
Thank you, 
 
Emma Stonum 
Graduate Student 
Agricultural Education & Communications 
Texas Tech University 
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Appendix D 

Follow-up Email to Participants 

Dear (Sir/Madam), 
 
I am following up on my previous email about participating in my research study on 
crisis communication efforts made during the 2017 Hurricane Harvey. 
 
I am reaching out for your assistance in conducting this research. For this study, I am 
looking for those who were communicating before, during, and after Hurricane Harvey. 
You will be asked to share information on Hurricane Harvey, how you communicated 
throughout this event, as well as basic crisis communication questions. Your participation 
is completely voluntary, and you can stop at any point in the study.  
 
If you feel that you could participate in this study, please feel free to contact me at 
emstonum@ttu.edu or by calling 660-254-6080. You may also contact the Human 
Research Protection Program at Texas Tech University for any questions regarding the 
rights of participants. Their phone number is (806)-742-2064, and their email is 
hrpp@ttu.edu.   
 
I am truly grateful for your time and consideration in helping me conduct this research. I 
look forward to hearing from you soon.   
 
Thank you, 
 
Emma Stonum 
Graduate Student 
Agricultural Education & Communications 
Texas Tech University 
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Appendix E 

Consent Form 

Communicating During the Eye of the Storm: A study on agriculture 
communicators crisis response to hurricane Harvey 

 

What is this research studying?  
This study will help us learn how agricultural communicators communicated during 
Hurricane Harvey. Specifically, how crisis communication played a role in the 
communication efforts made. 
 
What would I do if I participate?  
In this study, you will be asked to recount information about Hurricane Harvey, describe 
how you communicated before, during, and after Harvey, as well as answer questions 
about crisis communication efforts made. Agreeing to this study will also mean you 
consent to having your interview recorded audibly and if being interviewed over Zoom, 
will also be recorded visually. Recordings will only be used for transcribing reasons to 
ensure accuracy in the information given. These recordings will be only for the researcher 
and will not be shared with others. 
 
Can I quit if I become uncomfortable?  
Yes, absolutely. Dr. Erica Irlbeck and Texas Tech University’s Institutional Review 
Board have reviewed this research project and think you can participate comfortably. 
However, you can skip parts of the research you are not comfortable with and stop at any 
time. You will keep all the benefits of participating even if you stop. Participating is your 
choice. 
 
How long will participation take? 
We are asking for between 30 minutes to an hour of your time. 
 
How are you protecting privacy? 
Your name will not be linked to any material in reports, publications or presentations.  
No one other than the researchers associated with this project will have access to the raw 
data.  All related documentation will be stored in the researcher’s locked office or on a 
password protected computer. 
 
What will happen to my data?  
Identifiers might be removed from the identifiable private information and after such 
removal the information could be used for future research studies or distributed to 



Texas Tech University, Emma Stonum, May 2022 
 

 

103 
 

another investigator for future research studies without additional informed consent from 
you or your legally authorized representative. 
 
What are the benefits and risks of participating in this research? 
There are no anticipated risks or benefits to your participation in this research. We 
appreciate your time and effort with this research study.   
 
I have some questions about this study. Who can I ask? 
The study is being run by Dr. Erica Irlbeck, Dr. David Doerfert, and Dr. Lindsay 
Kennedy from the Department of Agricultural Education & Communications at Texas 
Tech University. If you have questions, you can email Dr. Erica Irlbeck at 
erica.irlbeck@ttu.edu 
 
 
Texas Tech University also has an Institutional Review Board that protects the rights of 
people who participate in research. You can contact them at 806-742-2064 or 
hrpp@ttu.edu. 
 
 
____________________________________________________             
______________ 
Signature of Participant                   
Date 
 
 
____________________________________________________             
Printed Name of Participant 
 

 


