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ABSTRACT 
 
 

This study used a survey research design to evaluate the effectiveness, efficiency, 

satisfaction, credibility, and therefore, the overall usability of the CottonLink media 

resource Web site as determined by members of the Texas Plains region associated press 

medium. The response rate reached 54.2% with a total of 39 completed online surveys. 

The researcher-designed instrument achieved acceptable reliability scores for each 

portion of usability: effectiveness, .95; efficiency, .98; satisfaction, .92; credibility, .92; 

and overall usability, .97.  

Respondents found the Web site to be effective, efficient, satisfying, credible, and 

usable. Researchers also looked at Internet use, perceptions of agriculture, newsgathering 

techniques, and demographics to determine if there were significant relationships with 

usability. Consistent with Internet use trends, younger audiences found the site more 

effective, efficient, and usable. Significant relationships were also found with five 

statements related to agriculture.  

Findings were relevant for both researchers and practitioners. Future research 

should: (a) evaluate terminology related to usability, (b) test actual agriculture knowledge 

and experience, (c) analyze usability qualitatively, and (d) replicate this study with a 

larger population. Recommended practices for practitioners include: (a) continually 

developing usable educational resources for media members, (b) extending the media 

resource guides for additional commodities and states, (c) holding training workshops for 

both media and industry representatives.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Background and Setting 

Agriculture has been the foundation of society since its inception. With 

technological advances and improved management practices, the industry has adapted 

and evolved from its sustainable agriculture origins in which a family could barely 

produce enough to feed and clothe themselves, to an industry where less than two percent 

of the United States population provides for the entire country. American agriculture 

provides the nation with an abundant food and fiber supply, a stable economy, and 

international bargaining power (National Cotton Council, n.d.b.).  

Susan Combs, Texas Agriculture Commissioner, identified the Texas agriculture 

industry as a powerhouse of production and a strong foundation of the Texas economy 

(Fannin, 2005). Texas agriculture leads the nation in production of cotton, cattle, sheep, 

goats, wool, mohair, and hay (Texas Farm Bureau, n.d.). When researching the state’s 

leading cash crop, Robinson and McCorkle (2006) estimated the total economic impact 

of cotton production in Texas to be $5.76 billion while providing 48,645 Texas jobs. The 

crop not only has a significant impact on Texans but also impacts the population of the 

entire nation. Cotton stimulates more than $120 billion in annual retail revenue for the 

U.S. economy, making cotton America’s number one value-added crop (National Cotton 

Council, n.d.b.).  
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Because cotton has such a large impact on society, the crop’s image and 

importance should be an issue of concern for all citizens. Terry and Lawver (1995) found 

Americans to have low levels of awareness and inaccurate perceptions about agriculture 

and its impact upon society, the economy, personal health, and the environment. The 

issue becomes how to change the nation from what has been described as “agriculturally 

ignorant” to a nation that is agriculturally literate. “With each successive generation 

removed from the agrarian environment, the general public’s knowledge, attitudes, and 

perceptions toward agriculture has seemingly degraded,” (Doerfert, 2003, p.2). The 

generation gap further compounds the difficulty with agricultural literacy seen in this 

nation. The notion of agricultural literacy is based on the premise that every person 

should possess a minimum level of knowledge of the industry that produces and markets 

the food and fiber needed for human survival (Frick, Birkenholz, & Machtumes, 1995).  

Many journalists are overwhelmed by the complexity of agricultural issues 

(Whitaker & Dyer, 2000). In order to accurately report on agricultural issues, journalists 

must complete a great deal of background work to compensate for their lack of 

experience and exposure. Reiman (1977) found the background of the journalists and the 

sources they used affected their journalistic decisions, the decisions that played a major 

role in shaping America’s agenda. Providing the media with credible and knowledgeable 

sources eliminates work for the journalist and allows the journalist to focus on writing an 

accurate article.  

Mass media are the primary source of information that increase people’s 

awareness about agriculture and are an important resource for the diffusion of 
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innovations (Vestal & Briers, 2000). With more than four million subscriptions to Texas 

newspapers, the information within those papers has the ability to form the perceptions of 

millions (Texas Press Association, n.d.). The public relies on journalists to put the story 

and statistics from the sources into understandable forms. Research found that 74% of 

U.S. consumers use the local Sunday newspaper as their primary source of information 

(Denton, 1996). According to Zibell (2000), previous experience with the newspaper 

medium revealed two advantages over the Web: People trust newspapers and the 

information within them, and they are able to navigate their linear nature. Therefore, the 

focus of the CottonLink projects has been determining the content of the print media and 

identifying ways of improving them. 

Given the importance of cotton in Texas and the nation, the International Cotton 

Research Center at Texas Tech University provided funding in 2002 to research cotton 

coverage in the print sector of Texas media. Area cotton producers, ginners, and industry 

experts were selected to serve on the advisory committee, providing insight for the 

research project. The advisory committee helped identify key terms to be used by the 

clipping service and developed a list of experts in the cotton industry from around the 

state to become a part of the media source database. A media resource tool, CottonLink, 

was developed to provide journalists a more detailed understanding of the cotton industry 

and access to credible cotton-related sources (Vinyard, 2004). CottonLink contained 

information on the history of cotton, a cotton photo gallery, as well as a searchable 

database for experts in various areas of the cotton industry. The tool was first formatted 

and distributed to 534 Texas newspapers as a CD-Rom in August 2003.  Following the 
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initial distribution, CottonLink was launched on the World Wide Web as a replica of the 

CD-Rom resource guide in order to provide increased access and availability.  

The CottonLink project continued to examine the needs of the media and how the 

CottonLink media resource guide could best serve its audience. In 2006, CottonLink 

revamped the Web site design, added educational material, and developed interactive 

features based on findings from Hein (2005). The site is updated regularly with current 

cotton news, educational information, and story ideas in an effort to increase and improve 

the coverage of cotton in Texas media.  

CottonLink researchers realized Web sites differ from traditional media in the 

sense that users experience the usability of a site before they have committed to using it. 

Fortune magazine and Financial Times named Jakob Nielsen “the reigning guru of Web 

usability” and “perhaps the best-known design and usability guru on the Internet” 

(Wieners, 2004, p.1). As a recognized expert, Nielsen (2000) claimed the Web is “the 

ultimate customer-empowering environment,” and “usability rules the Web” (p.9).  

Therefore, CottonLink determined usability testing must be done because if the site is not 

usable then CottonLink can not be successful.  

 

Need for Study 

Previous studies about Texas print media’s coverage of cotton and the impact of 

the CottonLink media resource guide indicated there was a level of bias found which 

decreased after the release of CottonLink (Beesely, 2003; Vinyard, 2004). However, 

Hein’s (2005) study discovered a majority of the reporters were simply not utilizing the 
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resource. Whitaker and Dyer (2000) found that journalists did little to establish new and 

better sources of information.  

However, new technologies are affecting the way business is done and 

information is distributed. Wright (2001) found increased information and new 

technologies have strengthened both personal and professional relationships between 

journalists and public relations people. Computer mediated communication is now 

acceptable and used to build relationships. The Internet has become the most accessible 

and abundant source of information available. As the world’s largest information source, 

the Internet provides the public relations industry with a stimulating communication 

medium that offers an unlimited potential for message or information dissemination 

(Wright, 2001). To further refine public relation practices and improve the media’s 

coverage, it is imperative to understand the tools media members use to gather 

information and how to maximize their effectiveness. 

CottonLink is unable to serve its purpose and improve the coverage of the cotton 

industry if the intended audience does not use the tool. The Web site is there to help make 

the job of the journalist easier; therefore, its usability is crucial. Determining the Web 

site’s usability will identify ways to improve the media resource tool and make it a more 

valuable resource for the cotton industry and agriculture in the state of Texas.  

 

Theoretical and Applied Framework 

The framework for this study was two-fold, applying both a theoretical and 

applied framework. The research was based on the underlying principle of the agenda 
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setting theory. “Contemporary theoretical support for mass communication affects on 

political and social issues comes from the agenda setting theory,” recognized Davis 

(2003, p.8). Media’s agenda setting theory states that media formulate the perceptions of 

the public with the dissemination and coverage of news and current events (Whitaker & 

Dyer, 2000; McCombs & Shaw, 1972). These researchers found a significant correlation 

between the amount of media coverage and the importance news consumers placed on an 

issue. McComb and Shaw (1972) discussed how “readers learn not only about a given 

issue, but also how much importance to attach to that issue from the amount of 

information in a news story and its position,” (p. 176).  

Agenda setting contributes heavily to the modern democratic process. Cohen 

(1963) determined news media have the ability to set the agenda for public thought, 

discussion, and debate. As seen in Figure 1. 1, the primary function of the agenda setting 

theory is located between the news media and the general public, but it has an indirect 

effect on social issues, government policy, and interest groups. 

Figure 1. 1:  Issue process in a democratic society. Adapted from Graber (1993). 

 
Interest Groups The Media 

The Government The Public 

Social 
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Peripheral Route Central Route 

Public Agenda 
Setting Grass-Roots 
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With the United States being labeled as an agriculturally illiterate nation, agenda 

setting 

 

Based on the agenda setting theory, the goal of the CottonLink project was to 

increas  

0) and 

alt with Web site usability 

and wa

ic 

 

has the potential to have a larger impact on public opinion. “Agenda setting has a 

stronger effect on individuals who have little or no knowledge of an issue,” (Davis, 2003, 

p.10). Vestal and Briers (2000) found mass media are the primary source that increases 

people’s awareness about agriculture and are an important resource for the diffusion of 

innovations. The agenda setting theory was the basis for analyzing news coverage of 

agricultural issues to determine the public perception as well as the explanation for the 

importance of an effective media resource guide (Beesley, 2003; Vineyard, 2004; Hein,

2005). 

e and improve the coverage of cotton in the media to impact public opinion and

policymaking. The tool developed to assist reporters in cotton coverage was the 

CottonLink Web site, an online media resource guide. According to Nielsen (200

Krug (2000), all Web sites must be evaluated on usability.  

 Therefore, the other framework used in this study de

s developed as an applied framework specific to this study. Nielsen’s (1993) 

approach to understanding general usability, illustrated in Figure 1. 2, provided a bas

model for evaluating and defining usability. This study focused on satisfaction, errors, 

memorability, efficiency, and learnability contributing to Web site usability and refined

usability with the review of literature. 
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Figure 1. 2:  The context of usability in general (Nielsen, 1993). 

Agricultural issues are becoming increasingly complex, combining one of the 

oldest industries with some of the newest technologies. In turn, journalists are developing 

into generalists. They are expected to cover a greater number of beats, whether or not 

they are trained or familiar with the subject matter (Voss, 2003). This combination along 

with individual reporter characteristics created a gap in media coverage of agriculture. 

In order to reduce this gap, media members need to have access to and utilize the 

most comprehensive sources for information. During the information age, options for 

information sources are abundant, readily available, and serving the exact needs of the 

media (Wright, 2001; Hein, 2005). The public relations industry focuses on meeting the 

needs of the media. They work closely with the media to provide a mutually beneficial 

product: information. Public relations officials and services such as CottonLink want to 
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find the most effective manner of providing their information to the media in order to 

bridge the gap between the complexity of agriculture and the agricultural literacy rates.  

The Internet has been identified as an information superhighway, the answer for a 

nation seeking convenience and instant gratification (Wright, 2001). However, Web site 

usability could be the difference between achieving the site’s goal and creating a negative 

image for an entire industry (Donahue, Weinschenk, & Nowicki, 1999). Evaluating the 

use of the Internet as a news gathering tool for the media will provide meaningful 

information on the format, content, and value of information provided to the media 

online. The contributing factors of usability and credibility determine the initial value of 

the site and the extent to which it could be effective for the intended audience. 

Information serves a vital purpose in this country. Information is a source of 

knowledge, the basis for a democracy, and therefore, an economic good (Bates, 1990). As 

a supporter of the agenda setting theory, Reiman (1977) says mass media reporting plays 

a major role in shaping America’s agenda and the public perception. Therefore, the 

overall goal of this study is to have a well-informed media. Figure 1. 3 illustrates the 

concepts of this literature and serves as the basis of this study.  
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Figure 1. 3: Applied framework for usability evaluation of an online cotton media 
resource guide.  

 

Problem Statement 

As agriculture becomes more complex and the reporters’ agricultural literacy 

declines, agricultural public relations need to focus efforts on providing information 

subsidies to the media. One of the most promising and prominent subsidies is the Internet 

and usability is said to rule the Web. Web site usability then becomes a key component to 

impacting the media and, ultimately, public perception and therefore, must be tested in 

order for a Web site to be successful.  
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Purpose and Objectives 

The purpose of this study was to determine the usability of the CottonLink Web 

site for members of the Texas print media. The following objectives were developed to 

carry out the purpose of this study: 

1. Determine the effectiveness of the CottonLink Web site for members of the 

Texas print media in the Plains region. 

2. Determine the efficiency of the CottonLink Web site for members of the 

Texas print media in the Plains region. 

3. Describe the Plains region members’ of the Texas print media satisfaction 

with the CottonLink Web site. 

4. Describe the credibility of the CottonLink Web site perceived by members of 

the Texas print media in the Plains region.  

5. Determine the relationship between demographic variables and the overall 

usability rating of the CottonLink Web site.  

 

Definition of Terms 

Agricultural Literacy – The understanding and knowledge necessary to 

synthesize, analyze, and communicate basic information about agriculture (Campbell, 

1997).  

CottonLink – The media resource guide Web site and public relations service 

developed as a result of a continuing research project funded by the International Cotton 
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Research Center at Texas Tech University to improve and increase the coverage of cotton 

in the Texas media. 

Effectiveness – The user effort required to achieve the user and domain goal 

(Cato, 2001). 

Efficiency – The accuracy and completeness the user achieves with respect to the 

goals (Cato, 2001). 

Heuristic Evaluation – An evaluation based on a collection of guidelines, 

principles or rules of thumb (Cato, 2001). 

Interface – To act together or affect each other or to make things or people 

interact.  

Satisfaction – the measure of user satisfaction on a number of attributes (Cato, 

2001). 

Usability – “the degree to which something, i.e. software, hardware, or anything 

else, is easy to use and a good fit for the people who use it; a quality or characteristic of a 

product; it is whether a product is efficient, effective, and satisfying for those who use it” 

(Usability Professionals’ Association, 2005). Measures of efficiency, effectiveness, 

satisfaction and usefulness (Cato, 2001). 

Usefulness – The measure of the value the user places on the product (Cato, 

2001).  
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Limitations of the Study 

Before applying the results of this study, several limitations must be taken into 

consideration. The following limitations should be considered: 

1. This study will be limited to one month of a calendar year. Therefore, results 

may not be consistent during other times of the year or when topics were of a 

different priority. 

2. This study will be limited to newspaper editors and reporters in the Plains 

region of Texas. 

3. This study will be limited to daily and weekly newspaper publications in the 

Texas Plains region. Other types of publications were not included in the 

study. 

4. This study will be limited to cotton in the Plains region of Texas. A different 

agricultural commodity or a different area could yield different results.  

5. The CottonLink Web site is only available in English and thus is limited to 

those who read and understand the English language.  

 

Basic Assumptions 

The following assumptions will be made when conducting this study: 

1. The findings will indicate the usability of the CottonLink Web site to the 

participating reporters and their attitudes towards it.  

2. The subjects will respond honestly and thoughtfully.  

3. The subjects will use the Web site to participate in the study.  
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4. All subjects will be able to read and understand the English language.  

 

Significance of the Problem 

Frick, Birkenholz, and Machtmes (1995) found the need to further educate the 

general public about the agricultural industry, which produces and markets the food and 

fiber needed to sustain human life. Educational delivery strategies making use of the 

Internet may have been only marginally important in the American educational delivery 

system historically, but they are clearly becoming mainstream (Murphy, 2002). 

Educating journalists is important because journalists play a significant role in shaping 

public perceptions (Vestal & Briers, 2000).  

As the nation became an information society, technologies such as the Internet 

provided vast resources of information and allowed the user to control what information 

they found. Traditionally, the media industry distributed information to the general 

public. However, current trends in communication and new technology allow the 

consumer to provide the information to the media who in turn distribute it as an economic 

good (Bates, 1990). Journalists rely on the immediate and available Internet to supply 

background information and sources (Hein, 2005). 

“It is evident that the diffusion of communication technologies has become a 

critical force in shaping not only American society but also the future of its media 

industries,” claimed Chan-Olmstead (2006, p. 251). The Internet is a prime example of an 

emerging communication technology that is changing the way business is done and 

information is distributed. Internet adoption rates and online practices are at an all time 
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high in the United States (Madden, 2006). In the information age, information sources are 

limitless. However, journalists have personal preferences and industry trends to help 

them identify the most valuable information sources on specific topics.  

CottonLink has developed a database of credible and valid cotton experts, a photo 

gallery, along with tutorials for segments of the cotton industry, and statistics to 

encourage reliable journalism. Newsworthiness, news gathering techniques, media’s 

perception of agriculture, and use of the Internet provide a better understanding of the 

coverage of agriculture and ways to improve it. The first step in this process is 

determining the usability of the resource guide tool. Donahue, Weinschenk, and Nowicki 

(1999) state, “usability goals are business goals; Web sites that are hard to use frustrate 

consumers, forfeit revenue, and erode brands” (p. 6). In order for CottonLink to become 

an effective public relations tool, the site must first be usable. The results from this study 

will assist agricultural industries and commodity groups in determining ways to better 

inform and assist the media.  

The results of this study could also be useful in developing or improving 

agriculture communications curriculum. It would highlight the importance of proper Web 

design and relate it from the consumer perspective. The results would increase Web 

designers’ awareness of the factors that affect site success and introduce changes in the 

Web development process that could lead to more usable designs. 
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

The purpose of this study was to determine the usability of the CottonLink Web 

site as a media resource tool for print media outlets in the Texas Plains region. This 

review of literature was produced to provide a thorough understanding of how 

determining the usability of the CottonLink Web site will identify ways the media 

resource tool can better serve Texas print media and the cotton industry. In order to fully 

understand the complexity of this study, it is important to have an understanding of the 

cotton industry, the CottonLink media resource guide, literacy, mass media, the Internet, 

and usability. 

 

Cotton 

“Stimulating to the economy, sensitive to the environment and satisfying to the 

consumer, cotton is not only the number one food and fiber crop in the land, it is truly 

one of America’s cornerstone industries,” states the National Cotton Council (n.d.b., p.1). 

The National Cotton Council defines cotton as a fiber, feed, and food crop (National 

Cotton Council, 2002). It is a basic resource for thousands of products manufactured 

throughout the world. As America’s number one value-added crop, cotton is a primary 

reason the United States has international bargaining power and a stable economy 

(National Cotton Council, 2002). National Cotton Council (2005b) research found that 

the cotton industry generates more than $27 billion in revenue, over 234,000 job 
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opportunities, and a consistent fiber surplus in the United States. Within the United 

States, cotton is grown in 17 states covering more than 14 million acres (National Cotton 

Council, 2002). Technological advancements and improved management practices 

enabled the cotton industry to produce 20 million bales on 14 million acres in 2001, 

where a comparable crop in the 1930s would have required 20 million acres (National 

Cotton Council, n.d.a.). 

Texas is a driving force for agricultural production in the United States. As the 

nation’s leading cotton-producing state, Texas produced a record crop in 2005 with 8.47 

million bales (480 lbs bales) from 5.96 million planted acres (National Cotton Council, 

2005a). In the 2005 statistics from the National Cotton Council, the Plains region 

contained the most heavily concentrated production of cotton in Texas as well as the 

United States. The National Cotton Council (n.d.a., p.1) claimed, “Healthy rural 

economies are based on stable farm income, and cotton yields and prices are often among 

the healthiest of all field crops, vegetables, or fruits.”  

Overseas sales of U.S. cotton, averaging around $3 billion, make a significant 

contribution to the reduction in the U.S. trade deficit (National Cotton Council, 2002). 

The National Cotton Council (n.d.a.) estimated the U.S. cotton industry to export 

between six and nine million bales of raw cotton per year with Mexico and China as two 

of the largest customers.  

As a result of complex interactions between market globalization, an 

environmentally sensitive public, and increased dependence on advanced technologies, 

the future of the cotton industry relies heavily on supportive governmental policy 
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(Bullock, Haygood, Akers, Beesley, Doerfert, Davis, & Stockard, 2004). In a democracy 

based on equal representation, it could be detrimental for agriculture to have less than 

two percent of the population involved in production agriculture, an industry that supplies 

the nation with a surplus of food and fiber. The risk to the industry accelerates with an 

agriculturally illiterate nation (Terry & Lawver, 1995). The amount of land dedicated to 

production agriculture continues to decline, while farmers continue to find improved 

management practices and better technology to support the nation.  

 

CottonLink 

The CottonLink media resource guide was released as an interactive CD-ROM in 

2003, designed as a reference tool for members of the Texas print media. Voss (2003) 

determined media resource guides are able to provide journalists with topics, contexts, 

data, and article starting points. The goal of this project is to provide a ready source of 

information and story ideas on a wide range of topics and to offer media-ready experts on 

a variety of cotton related subjects (Bullock, et al., 2004).  The Department of 

Agricultural Education and Communications at Texas Tech University developed the 

guide through funding from the university’s International Cotton Research Center and 

distributed 534 CDs, compatible with Mac and PC platforms, to weekly and daily 

newspapers in Texas.    

This study is the fourth research study conducted with the CottonLink project. In 

2003, Beesley conducted a content analysis regarding cotton coverage in the Texas print 
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media prior to the dissemination of the CottonLink media resource guide. Vinyard (2004) 

replicated the study after the dissemination of CottonLink to compare differences in 

quantity and quality of coverage before and after the distribution of the CottonLink CD. 

The content analysis studies aimed at determining the volume as well as the level of bias 

in news stories related to cotton. A 17.5% increase in cotton-related articles was found 

within Texas newspapers between 2002 and 2004 (Beesley, 2003; Vinyard, 2004). Hein 

(2005) followed with an evaluation of the usage, effectiveness, and areas of improvement 

for CottonLink and determined newsgathering techniques of the Texas print media.  

With guidance from the advisory committee and heuristic evaluations, CottonLink 

was redesigned and launched on the World Wide Web in 2006. The CottonLink media 

resource guide provides a one-stop information source for media in a universally 

accessible format. Vestal and Briers (2000) found it was important for educators, 

researchers, and industry professionals to collaborate with journalists to enhance the 

collective effort of informing the public. By making this tool available on the Internet, the 

project coordinating team added to the virtual cotton community and provided a source of 

commodity information for the media while eliminating the use of the dated CD-Rom.  

 

Literacy 

 “Historical shifts in the tools of literacy change conceptions about what it means 

to be literate,” stated Tyner (1998, p.13). Theorists are moving away from the traditional 

alphabetic definition of literacy and splintering literacy into more specialized and 
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applicable terms. Tyner (1998, p. 60) suggested “approaching literacy not as a monolithic 

concept, but to break it down into multiple literacy modes,” such as technology literacy, 

media literacy, computer literacy, and information literacy. Literacy reflects the evolution 

of society; therefore, literacy is a constant work in progress. In the Digital Age of the 

twenty-first century, new literacy technologies are both a product and a shaper of the 

times (Tyner, 1998). 

One mode of literacy this study focused heavily on was agricultural literacy. 

Campbell (1997) defined agricultural literacy as the understanding and knowledge 

necessary to synthesize, analyze, and communicate basic information about agriculture. 

Agricultural literacy levels continue to decline as the population shifts to urban areas and 

the amount of land and people involved in production agriculture decreases (Doerfert, 

2003). Terry and Lawver (1995) found Americans to have low levels of awareness and 

inaccurate perceptions about agriculture. For example, Vestal and Briers (2000) found 

out “agriculture is perceived by most consumers as slow paced and sustaining,” (p. 135).  

Given the current state of agriculture and its dependence on governmental policy, 

it is essential that the mass media be utilized to empower consumers and voters to make 

educated decisions (Bullock et al., 2004). Due to the social, economic, and environmental 

implications of agriculture, the public has a stake in the outcome of the agriculture 

industry; therefore, an agriculturally literate public is important to the United States 

democracy. 

Increasing the public understanding and support of agriculture should be directed 

at increasing the agricultural literacy, rather than simply promotional in nature. The 
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National Academy of Sciences describes an agriculturally literate person’s understanding 

of the food and fiber system as including the history and current economic, social, and 

environmental significance to all Americans as well as encompassing some knowledge of 

food and fiber production, processing, and marketing (Frick & Spotanski, 1990). 

 

Media 

As the successor to the industrial society, the information society replaced 

intuition and tradition with information as the currency for making decisions (Schement, 

1989). During this time information has become a commodity, a good with economic 

value driven by capitalism. In economic theory, information is defined according to its 

utility value or the good’s usefulness to the ultimate consumer (Bates, 1990). The media 

industry is focused on the distribution of the commodity to the general public. Similar to 

an agricultural crop or new computer technology, information even utilizes public 

relations to become a valued good to the media industry. 

 Vestal and Briers (2000) identified, “The prominence of news media as a primary 

information source continues to have significant influence on society,” (p. 135). The 

agenda setting theory states that the media formulates the perceptions of the public with 

the dissemination and coverage of news and current events. Journalists have a 

responsibility to society to disseminate news accurately and fairly. However, Vestal and 

Briers (2000, p. 134) found “extensive reviews of agricultural news by numerous 

investigators revealed that mass media coverage of agriculture is collectively distorted 
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and long-term negative news on agriculturally related issues could affect public 

confidence.”  

The media outlets individually determine the newsworthiness based on timeliness, 

proximity, and significance of the information presented. They act as gatekeepers for the 

information not deemed newsworthy, filtering what enters the public eye. The agenda 

setting theory is the basis for analyzing news coverage of agricultural issues to determine 

the public perception. Ruess, Gordon, Kittross, and Merrill(1999) believed selection and 

rejection of stories and information were at the very heart of journalism. 

“In today’s red-hot news market, being first into print is more important than 

being entirely accurate,” claimed Wilkes (2002, p.1006). Strict deadlines and the need for 

tedious, extensive research work against the quality and accuracy of the story. As topics 

covered in the press have become increasingly complicated, new organizations are 

shifting from niche reporters to general assignment reporters due to budget and 

availability. Wilkes (2002) found journalists are also becoming generalists because 

editors believe a seasoned generalist’s approach to a story will be more in tune with the 

reader’s interest than the approach of a specialist.  

The generalist trend is causing concern for pubic relations people in highly 

complex and technical areas (McInerney, Bird, & Nucci, 2004). Journalists have very 

little training or experience with highly complicated areas such as science, government, 

medicine, and agriculture, thus affecting the quality and quantity of news coverage for 

these areas. As issues become increasingly complex and the personal experience, subject 

knowledge, and research time decrease, it becomes very challenging for the reporters to 
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educate themselves on a topic (Wilkes, 2002). Because journalists lack the background to 

evaluate or understand complicated issues, they will need additional information sources 

to provide the background information as well as insights and contacts related to the 

issue. The source of their information alters their story and thus the general public’s 

perception. Therefore, newsgathering sources are critical to public relations and the 

eventual perception of a product or issue. 

Zibell (2000) determined people interpret words based on their own experience 

and usage. A majority of the population, journalists included, are so far removed from 

agriculture they do not have their own experience or usage (Vestal & Briers, 2000). 

Journalists find agricultural issues overwhelmingly complex and are not prepared to 

report on the multifaceted relationship between customers and producers. Limited 

experience combined with increasingly complex agricultural issues creates a personal 

bias in the news media because it is difficult to report on an unfamiliar subject. News 

management stemming from a personal bias is a form of purposeful information control 

and considered unethical (Ruess et al., 1999). One key to preventing this is reducing the 

intellectual load on the journalist by providing a conclusive, reliable media tool to build 

their agricultural knowledge base. 

 

Newsgathering 

Research shows that journalists do little to establish new and better sources of 

information and that their background and sources affect their journalistic decisions 
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(Whitaker & Dyer, 2000). Hein (2005) determined in her evaluation of news gathering 

techniques used by Texas print media that “in order to change the agricultural literacy of 

reporters, education of agricultural topics must take place in an unquestionably more 

efficient, easier to use, and easier to access medium that contains more valuable 

information for journalists to utilize,”  (p. 27). 

Press releases are a traditional information dissemination tactic for public 

relations intended to promote, publicize, and allow journalists time to prepare and 

research their articles (McInerney, Bird, & Nucci, 2004). Press releases can now be 

formatted on the Web with all of the additional information and promotion at the 

journalist’s fingertips in order to cut down on research time and improve the accuracy 

and quality of coverage. Wright (2001) identified the potential for direct and immediate 

access to a specific target audience as a big advantage of the Internet for a public 

relations medium.  

Since the media are neither omniscient nor omnipresent, they are forced to depend 

on others for information about situations important to their audience (Reuss et al., 1999). 

Media resource guides are also a long standing public relations technique in which a 

packet of relevant information, expert sources, and additional material are provided to aid 

the journalist in writing a story. Media resource guides come in all shapes, sizes, and 

formats, the newest of which being interactive Web-based resource guides.  

In his research on the media’s use of Web sites for newsgathering, Callison 

(2003) found journalists demand unique, multimedia content-rich news and information 

they can access in a timely manner and a usable format from the material on the Web. 
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The Internet and Web-based material provide the environment to meet those needs and 

therefore, are becoming valuable resources in the workplace.  

The share of online Americans who say the Internet has greatly improved their 

ability to do their job has grown from 24% in March of 2001 up to 35% in 2006 

(Madden, 2006). Wright’s (2001) research showed journalists utilize the Internet for their 

jobs as well as for sending e-mail messages and conducting research. 

Journalists feel their jobs are easier and the quality of their stories has improved 

due to the Internet and the information they gather on it (Wright, 2001). Since journalists 

are utilizing the Internet to gather information, the issue becomes how to meet the needs 

in reference to format, structure, and content on the Web sites. Callison (2003) found that 

Web sites can best assist journalists if the site has a standalone online pressroom with all 

of the information relevant to news and reporting in a centralized location. An online 

media resource guide is a site entirely dedicated to the press.  

Traditional forms of public relations are being converted into online versions, 

while the Internet and new communication technologies are developing to meet 

journalists’ needs. In reference to the public relations industry, the benefits of the Internet 

are two-fold: (1) inexpensive to produce and easy to update and (2) readily available and 

universally accessible. Callison (2003) found that 81% of print journalists go online at 

least once a day for research purposes. With more than 200 million sites, information on 

every imaginable subject from every available angle, and credibility ratings increasing 

rapidly, the Internet provides a highly valuable information source and news gathering 

tool. 
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Credibility 

Credibility remains a concern for all communication channels. The more likely 

the channel is viewed as credible, the more likely it will be used as a news gathering 

source. Kiousis (2001) found that newspapers have higher credibility ratings than other 

media forms, followed by online news and then television news. Medium credibility 

focuses on the channel that delivers the content rather than the source of the content; 

however, there is a direct correlation with source credibility (Kiousis, 2001). Therefore, 

credibility goes back to the information source and the media’s news gathering 

techniques.  

Source credibility differs from medium credibility, which looked at the entire 

channel. Kiousis (2001) defined source credibility as examining how communicator 

characteristics, whether that be an individual, group, or organization, can influence the 

processing of the message. Five dimensions of source credibility have been established 

through a series of factor analyses: safety, qualifications, dynamism, competency, and 

objectivity (Kiousis, 2001; Berlo, Lemert, & Mertz, 1970; Whitehead, 1968). As far as 

medium credibility goes, information received from the Internet is perceived as credible 

as information delivered from any other mass communication and in some cases, even 

more credible (Wright, 2001). Therefore, the individual characteristics of each Web site 

and the information available from it combine to formulate the perceived source 

credibility. Wright (2001) found government and educational sites have established a 

reputation of being highly credible. Commercial and organizational sites have received 
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more scrutiny and are generally viewed as biased; however, these sites are frequently 

used to gather opinion information.  

Whitaker and Dyer (2000) established print media as a prominent news source 

that molds the public perception by determining what is newsworthy and doing little to 

eliminate bias. Journalists also face time and knowledge challenges when reporting on 

technical or scientific issues, often being “overwhelmed by their complexity” (Whitaker 

& Dyer, 2000, p. 125). Therefore, they rely heavily on various news gathering 

techniques.  

Current technological trends lead toward the use of the Internet and online 

newsgathering techniques to provide the media with the most informative, accessible, and 

customizable information (Callison, 2003; Hein, 2005). The literature review also found 

Internet credibility is growing as both a source and a medium. The results of this study 

will determine if the CottonLink Web site is useful to Texas print media as a news 

gathering source for credible cotton information.  

 

Internet 

Since its establishment in the 1970s, the Internet has developed into a widely used 

form of communication around the world. The constant availability and vast amount of 

stored information has enabled the Internet to build on other forms of communication. 

“Just as oral traditions were both changed and incorporated by the printed word, 

electronic communication technologies seem to give with one hand and take with the 

other,” explained Tyner (1998, p.13). The Internet exemplifies the Age of Information 
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and its progress, providing a vast array of stored information for the global population. 

“Just as literacy embodied the ideals of an Industrial Age, technology is positioned as a 

symbol of enlightened progress in the Age of Information,” (Tyner, 1998, p.17). It has, in 

essence, reduced the size of the world by overcoming communication barriers and 

providing instantaneous information. 

“As a mass medium, the Internet is extraordinarily flexible, combining elements 

of newspapers, magazines, radio, and television along with new interactive formats,” 

stated Kovarik (2002, p.1). The Internet is able to offer information in a format that is 

traditional and comfortable for the current news audience as well as in a new and 

interesting format to entice the emerging audience. During the past few decades the 

Internet has evolved from an information transfer tool into a valuable research tool, and 

now into a relationship-builder (Wright, 2001). All of these functions are vital to public 

relations. 

System variables such as transmission speed, modem type, spatial resolution, and 

computer limitations affect the compatibility of Web sites with the Internet. With a nation 

that demands instant gratification and limited patience, speed of the Internet greatly 

affects the satisfaction of the site depending on the user’s expectations and motivations.  

Browsers such as Internet Explorer, Netscape Navigator, and Mozilla alter the 

navigation of the site. Browser controls are often the most utilized navigation features 

while on the Web due to the fact that they are consistent for the user from site to site 

(Krug, 2000). Internal navigation controls were found to confuse the user, while content 
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specific navigation aids, such as a menu bar or index, were useful if in a fixed position at 

the top of the site page (Lee, 1999). 

Practical acceptability is comprised of cost, reliability, compatibility, usefulness 

and other factors (Nielsen, 1993). Internet cost can be evaluated in several ways. From 

the cost of the Internet Service Provider (ISP) to the cost of developing a usable Web site, 

Internet usage might become a sizable investment. In reference to the cost of usability, 

the thrifty advice is to design with the user in mind and do small tests early (Bickner, 

2004).  

Reliability continues to be an issue for the Internet. Information is not held to the 

same standards as print material due to the large volume and accessibility (Wright, 2001). 

Regulations, policies, and gatekeepers are not evolving as fast as the information on the 

Internet; therefore, users must exercise caution to determine the reliability of a Web site. 

 

Internet Audience 

Users’ tasks for the Internet include finding the desired information, 

comprehending the information, and specialized tasks specific to the site (Lee, 1999). 

Parlinska and Parlinski (2003) describe the Internet as an innovation that has caused a 

fundamental change in the way the world is viewed. The advances in literacy 

technologies overlap, co-exist, and continue to evolve, increasing in complexity. The 

heterogeneous nature of the Internet complicates the ability to determine a standard for 
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usability. The nature of the technology, the web designers, the audience, and user goals 

all have high levels of variance.  

Thirty-seven years and an entire communication medium later, following the 

principles of readability for the reader while keeping the writer’s purpose when writing 

readable information holds true in designing useful information on the World Wide Web 

(Zibell, 2000). Web users generally prefer writing that is concise, easy to scan, and 

objective in style, reducing the user’s cognitive load, which results in faster, more 

efficient processing of information (Nielsen, 2000). Readability of on-line information is 

affected by the height of display characters, color use, background, and display quality. 

Lee (1999) found Web users preferred page-by-page display over scrolling, which 

resulted in greater comprehension.  

Adoption of the Internet as a new communication technology has reached a new 

high in America. According to research by the Pew Internet and American Life Project, 

Internet penetration has reached 73% (about 147 million respondents) for all American 

adults (Madden, 2006). A 42-study meta-analysis found consumer perceptions of the 

relative advantages, motivations, and expectations about a new communication 

technology affect the adoption rate of the technology (Chan-Olmsted, 2006). Consumers 

are finding that the Internet can provide instant gratification. Control over information 

and direction is also a primary benefit perceived by the Internet user. Interactivity 

through multi-media components found on the Web entices new audiences to adopt the 

technology as well.  
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While adoption is increasing across the nation, there are still barriers that block 

access to the technology. Bucy and Newhagen (2004) outlined the dimensions of access 

recognizing there was a difference between having access to the Internet as a technology 

and having access to the content residing on it. The Internet is a multi-dimensional 

technology for users possessing both interactive/social and informational/task-oriented 

dimensions (Papacharissi & Rubin, 2000).  

Internet use varies with each demographic characteristic. Research shows that 

gender did not have a large impact on the positive effects of the Internet in the workplace 

or in e-commerce; however, men utilize it more for hobbies and personal interests, where 

as females are more likely to utilize it as an information source (Madden, 2006).  

Age also plays a large role in the diffusion of innovation and acceptance of 

technology. Pew research found that 87% of 12-17 year-olds use the Internet, and there is 

a gradual decrease in Internet use across generations until a drastic drop in those age 65 

and older with only 32% using the Internet (Madden, 2006). This drop-off in Internet use 

for those 65 years and older is not only reflective of a generational change, but also, these 

adults would not have the same uses or interest in Internet material; they are less likely to 

be in the workforce or in an educational setting. Younger generations have grown up 

within the digital age and are familiar with the interface and operations of technology 

such as the Internet.  

According to the Pew research, household income and education level were found 

to be the strongest indicators of Internet use (Madden, 2006). Madden (2006) found that 

only 53% of adults with household incomes less than $30,000 go online compared to 
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91% of adults with incomes over $75,000. Therefore, income is considered a barrier for 

physical access to the Internet due to the high costs that incur when owning a multimedia 

computer (Bucy & Newhagen, 2004).  

Due to the strong correlation between education and income, similar Internet 

usage between the two demographic variables is understandable. Pew also found that 

only 40% of those with less than a high school education went online, where as 91% of 

adults with at least a college degree go online (Madden, 2006). Educational level is 

closely related with content access, both social access and cognitive access. Content 

access is the difference between being able to get to the information and being able to 

understand and utilize the information. 

 Bucy and Newhagen (2004) identified cognitive access to the Internet as a 

demographic discriminator. Those with lower education levels, language or cultural 

barriers, or lower income, especially due to job placement, will be less likely to 

understand the information presented and how to utilize it in the same manner as those 

with more cognitive access.  

Literature showed the Internet served a wide variety of audiences and purposes. 

Just as with any form of communication, it is crucial for the Internet to meet the specific 

needs of the audience. The research also showed that the audience demographics, 

primarily income and education level, played a large role in the ability of the Internet to 

meet their needs.  
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Usability 

While it is no mystery good usability is critical to the success of any Web site, 

determining what usability is and how to evaluate it in Web sites has been. Nielsen 

(1993) defines usability as a combination of the following attributes: satisfaction, errors, 

memorability, efficiency, and learnability. Then in 1999, Lee paraphrased the 

International Standards Organization (ISO) definition by stating, “Web usability is the 

efficient, effective and satisfying completion of a specified task by any given web user” 

(p. 38). 

Spool, Scanlon, Snyder, and DeAngelo (1999) determined the usability of a site 

depends on what a user is trying to accomplish. The researchers also believed that 

whatever the user’s goal is for visiting the site, information is the key. For the Web owner 

to be successful and users to be satisfied, Web sites need to consider usability and other 

design criteria such as user-centered navigability (Palmer, 2002; Nielsen, 2000). Nielson 

(2000) has extended basic usability principles into the Web environment to include 

navigation, response time, credibility, and content. “Usability includes consistency and 

the ease of getting the Web site to do what the user intends it to do, clarity of interaction, 

ease of reading, arrangement of information, speed, and layout,” (Palmer, 2002, p. 153). 

Palmer also established that media richness, adding specific media-inherent capabilities 

and information content, and usability were closely related to successful Web sites.  

Palmer’s (2002) research applied media richness, design, and usability principles 

to identify key site characteristics, performance, and usability metrics used to discover 

elements of successful Web site design. His results suggested focusing on download 
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delay, organization, and navigation, which heavily reflected earlier work in usability 

(Palmer, 2002; Nielsen, 2000). Other factors identified relevant to successful sites 

included: (1) sequencing, layout, and arrangement affects navigability; (2) content 

includes the amount and variety of information; (3) customization and interactivity for 

the site user; (4) provide opportunity for feedback (Palmer, 2002). 

McMahon (2005) claimed “good usability can both save money and make money 

for a business” (p. 23) by affecting the customer’s intention to buy, boosting sales 

conversion, and increasing customer loyalty. By considering information an economic 

good with the media as the customer, the same criteria would apply. Good usability 

would affect the customer’s intention to buy into what is being said; visitors would turn 

into customers who leave the site with their needs met; and a loyal return user would be 

established.  

Errors, satisfaction, memorability, efficiency, and learnability were depicted as 

contributing factors to general usability in Nielsen’s 1993 model. In reference to Web 

sites, errors are most typically associated with links: bad links, broken links, misleading 

links, disguised links, or disconnected links. However, errors with inconsistency and 

insecurity also create a loss of trust. Web site memorability deals directly with the user’s 

previous experiences with the individual site. It should be easy to remember so that the 

casual user does not have to relearn the site upon reentrance after a period of time. The 

site should be “self-evident, obvious, and self-explanatory” (Krug, 2000, p. 11). 

Consistency is the key to successful web design and usability. Consistent design and 

navigation assist the user in learning the site efficiently by making it easy for the user to 
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remember. Learnability in Web sites is quite different than other forms of 

communication. Krug (2000) asserts his first law of usability is not to make the user 

think; therefore, learnability should be kept to a minimum. Unless the intended goal of 

the site is learning the content, the user does not need to learn and retain the information 

(Zibell, 2000). Instead, it is more important for the user to learn the methods of finding 

information on the Web site. According to Zibell (2000), “User satisfaction does not 

equal user enjoyment, but it does mean that the user can continue to come back to a site 

because it is an effective and satisfying tool for achieving their goal,” (p. 146). 

Internet communication is no different than traditional forms of communication in 

the respect that determining the needs of the audience is a primary concern. “The only 

path to success on the Internet is to design for the users: making sites trivially easy to use 

and focused on supplying the exact information and services users want. Fast” (Nielsen, 

2000). Several characteristics such as the extent of computer and Web experience and 

knowledge, the age and disabilities related to memory and vision, reading level, and 

motivational factors of the Web user will have an effect on usability (Lee, 1999). 

Changes in the development process lead to more usable site designs. User-

centered design starts with the user goals in mind and creates a “scent of information” for 

the user to follow. Link quality and organization as well as page layout and graphics play 

a large role in the usability (Spool, et al., 1999).  

Testing 

Web site usability is a relatively new area for research. The issue is extremely 

complex, combining a continually developing communication technology with individual 
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user preferences. While there are a vast number of micro factors that impact usability, 

some of the most important include uploading and downloading speed, site navigation, 

animation, grammatical errors, and consistent design (McMahon, 2005).  

Studies have also been conducted utilizing automatic software to measure selected 

parameters like accessibility, clarity, and links (Gopinath, 2004). Even automated 

evaluations take the intended audience into consideration when determining usability. 

Other parameters taken into consideration were accuracy, authority, coverage, currency, 

objectivity, security and services (Gopinath, 2004). Since this type of testing requires 

more of a financial commitment, it was not pursued for this study. Krug (2000) advised 

testing can be self-conducted at a low cost.  

Nielsen (1993) proposed applying established usability rules or guidelines as a 

method of evaluation, called a heuristic evaluation. A heuristic evaluation is researcher 

conducted and based on features of the Web site such as navigation, page layout, 

interactivity, accessibility, and use of information. Other research on Web usability 

incorporated performance tests, attitude surveys, or a combination method (Olsson, n.d.). 

In the evaluation of 191 Web sites related to the agricultural sector, Parlinska and 

Parlinski (2003) classified criteria into three categories: user-friendliness, technical, and 

relation management. Options that make surfing on the Web site easier for the user such 

as the domain name, the three click rule, navigation options, and length of the pages were 

classified as user-friendly characteristics. Errors, broken links, logical design, and 

updating information fell into the technical issues category. The final category, relation 

management, dealt with criteria important for maintaining good relations with existing or 
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potential customers, including company details, contact information, and downloading 

and printing options. The study found user-friendliness characteristics were the most 

important of the three categories.  

Search engines are a key method of sorting through the vast sea of information 

available on the Web; however, they are also known for their lack of usability, typically 

missing more than half of the information available (Lee, 1999). One of CottonLink’s 

primary functions is the searchable database within the contact directory and photo 

gallery. Determining the usability level of the search engine will be vital to overcoming 

the general feelings of dissatisfaction and ineffectiveness experienced with keyword 

searches. Lee (1999) recommended research and development of search engine interfaces 

as a priority for improving usability.  

The review of literature on Web site usability identified four components of 

usability- effectiveness, efficiency, satisfaction, and credibility- to consider when 

evaluating sites. Research also recommended two methods of evaluation: performance 

task and attitude scales.  

 

Significance of the Review of Literature 

The review of literature established the need for research on the practical 

accessibility, usefulness, and usability of the CottonLink Web site for Texas print media 

members in the Plains region. The need was thoroughly established by analyzing the 

impact of cotton on Texas and the nation; evaluating literacy and the effects of 
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agricultural literacy; examining the media, newsgathering techniques and the role of the 

Internet; evaluating Web site usability; and the purpose of CottonLink.  

After reviewing the relevant literature, several significant conclusions were made. 

Cotton is a valuable asset to Texas and the nation, contributing thousands of jobs, 

economic stability, and international bargaining power. The literature review shows the 

low level of agricultural literacy has a large impact on the public perceptions of 

agriculture. The fate of the cotton industry is in the hands of the democratic voting 

population and policy makers; therefore, it is imperative that the public has accurate 

perceptions of the industry and its impact on the nation. In order to promote a more 

accurate representation of the cotton industry to the public, the news media needs 

accurate and accessible information.  

Even though the Internet empowers consumers with new sources of information 

and social interaction, newspapers and traditional forms of media remain primary sources 

of news information with high credibility ratings. Using the Internet as a primary news 

gathering technique will allow the media to transfer the vast information and knowledge 

available on the Internet to those whose technological or content access may be blocked. 

Media members should be able to find and access the information online and interpret it 

into a form suitable for the general public. Web site usability can affect the effectiveness 

of the site and whether or not it meets the needs of the intended audience. The media 

have identified a need for multimedia content rich information available in an easy to 

access, timely manner. The demographic characteristics of the journalists and the 
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usability rating for a Web site must be taken into account when evaluating the Internet as 

a news gathering tool.  

Lee (1999) recommended focusing on the generic tasks of Web sites like site 

organization, the design of browser controls, and their relationship with internal 

navigation controls to determine efficiency, effectiveness, and satisfaction. Performance 

tests and attitude surveys were also established as two common approaches to evaluating 

usability (Olsson, n.d.). 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

 

The purpose of this study was to evaluate the usability of the CottonLink media 

resource Web site as determined by a sample of the site’s target audience. The newspaper 

medium in the Plains region of Texas examined the effectiveness, efficiency, satisfaction, 

and credibility of the Web site in order to evaluate the online media resource guide.  

 

Objectives 

1. Determine the effectiveness of the CottonLink Web site for members of the 

Texas print media in the Plains region. 

2. Determine the efficiency of the CottonLink Web site for members of the 

Texas print media in the Plains region. 

3. Describe the satisfaction of the CottonLink Web site for members of the 

Texas print media in the Plains region. 

4. Describe the credibility of the CottonLink Web site perceived by members of 

the Texas print media in the Plains region.  

5. Determine the relationship between demographic variables and the overall 

usability rating of the CottonLink Web site.  
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Research Design 

A survey research design was used for this study. Fraenkel and Wallen (2006) 

describe survey research as asking questions to collect information from a specific group 

of people in order to describe characteristics of a population. Specifically, a cross-

sectional survey was used to collect information at just one point in time from a 

predetermined population (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006). This study was used to evaluate 

the effectiveness, efficiency, satisfaction, and credibility of the CottonLink Web site from 

members of the Texas Plains region print media at one point in time. 

Survey research is commonly used in combination with correlational research to 

determine relationships between responses on a survey (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006). This 

research combined survey research with correlational research to determine the 

relationship between demographic variables and overall usability rating for objective 

five. The addition of correlational research allows the researcher to determine the degree 

and direction of the relationship between certain variables (Gall, Borg, & Gall, 1996). 

Based on the review of literature, demographic characteristics such as age, years in 

profession, agricultural knowledge, computer experience, and education level were 

established as variables to determine the correlation with Web site usability. Web site 

usability is a relatively new area of research where relationships and statistics are slowly 

emerging. Gall, Borg, and Gall (1996) recommend a relationship study as a type of 

research design for exploratory studies in areas where little is known.  
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Population 

The study’s population consisted of members of the Texas newspaper industry 

 within the Plains region. This population was established by cross-referencing the online 

membership roster of the Texas Press Association with the county guidelines for 

CottonLink regions.  

Previous CottonLink projects identified three primary regions in Texas based on 

cotton production. The Plains and Coastal regions consist of heavily concentrated cotton 

production, while the Greater Texas region represents the portion of the state with sparse 

cotton production. The Plains, Coastal, and Greater Texas regions were established as 

CottonLink working zones. Figure 3.1 illustrates the CottonLink regions used to 

characterize the population of this study. The Northwestern portion of Texas makes up 

the CottonLink Plains region and contains the highest concentration of cotton production 

in the nation.  
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Figure 3. 1: Primary cotton producing regions of Texas and established CottonLink 
regions (Doerfert, Beesley, Haygood, Akers, Bullock, & Davis, 2004).  

 

Krug (2000) advised using the target audience of the Web site to test the usability 

of the site so their needs are determined and met through the testing. The Plains region, 

consisting of 66 counties and 88 newspapers with membership to the Texas Press 

Association as of January 2006, was identified as the purposeful target population. Schutt 

(2006) indicated that “in some circumstances it may be more feasible to skirt the issue of 

generalizability by conducting a census – studying the entire population of interest – 
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rather than drawing a sample” (p. 138). Therefore, the target population for this study 

was a census of the 88 newspapers in the Plains region.  

Nielsen et al. (2001) suggested making personal contact after selecting the 

population. An effort was made to contact each of the 88 newspapers by phone. To 

identify the most likely person at the newspaper to use the media resource guide, the data 

collector asked for an available editor or someone who would deal with agriculture 

reporting to participate in the study.  

Due to closed newspapers and newspapers operated by the same individual, the 

population was reduced to 84 newspapers. Twelve newspapers refused to participate in 

the study, reducing the accessible population to 72 newspapers. A total of 39 responses 

were received by October 16, 2006; therefore, the response rate in this study reached 

54.2%. 

 

Instrumentation 

This study used a researcher-designed instrument consisting of an online survey 

questionnaire. Zoomerang.com, an online survey administrator, was used to develop and 

host the survey instrument. The researchers built the instrument with four distinct 

sections, guided by the review of literature and structured to satisfy the research 

objectives. Each page of the survey contained one section of related questions (see 

Appendix A for the full online survey). Open-ended response questions were included at 

the end of pages two, three, and four asking for additional comments or suggestions so 

respondents could fully express their thoughts. 
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Section one served as a pre-test for the study and gathered data related to 

participants’ current status and needs for reporting. Questions sought to identify: (a) 

Internet use, (b) comfort and confidence in cotton and agriculture reporting (c) perceived 

importance of the cotton and agriculture industries on the economy and to the readership, 

(d) percentage of time per week spent using specific newsgathering techniques, (e) 

awareness level of CottonLink, and (f) topics desired in a media resource guide. 

Questions were formatted with open-ended, radio button, rating, or check all that apply 

response options. In order to provide richer data for analysis, a 10-point scale was used 

for each rating question in this section. Researchers assumed each point on the scale was 

an equal interval from the next point.  

Sections two and three contained Likert-type scale questions. A four-point scale 

was used to measure the strength of agreement: (1) strongly disagree, (2) disagree, (3) 

agree, and (4) strongly agree, respectively. This measurement was also coded as interval 

type data by assuming that each measurement was an equal distance between each point 

on the scale.  

Section two of the study contained the task performance portion of the instrument. 

In this section, participants were asked to open the CottonLink Web site in a new window 

by clicking on the available link or copying the address into a new Web browser. The 

instructions asked respondents to take a couple of minutes to explore the site and focus 

on the contact directory, photo gallery, and e-lert system then return to the Zoomerang 

survey window to complete the survey. CottonLink developers felt the contact directory, 

photo gallery, and e-lert system were three highly interactive and important functions that 
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could benefit from usability testing. For each function, participants were asked if the 

function was (a) easy to use, (b) time efficient, and (c) useful. An open response area was 

available for subjects to provide additional comments on the task portion of the survey. 

Researchers also included a question specifically asking the subject if they wanted a 

subscription to the monthly e-lert.  

Since usability is the degree to which a product is effective, efficient, and 

satisfying for those who use it (Usability Professionals’ Association, 2005) and 

credibility heavily influences news gathering techniques, the third section of the 

instrument contained statements tied to the categories: effectiveness, efficiency, 

satisfaction, and credibility. Statements were adapted from usability instruments 

developed by Axtell (2006) and Palmer (2002) along with the related literature from 

Nielsen (2001) and Krug (2000).  

Nielsen (2001) deemed site design as the most important factor when evaluating 

usability. Within this study, site design was heavily tied to the effectiveness category. 

Cato (2001) defined effectiveness as the amount of user effort required to achieve the 

user and domain goal. Questions within the effectiveness section were related to page 

organization, site organization, navigation menus, downloadable documents and links, 

and achieving their goal with the site.  

On the other hand, content is the primary reason users go to a site (Nielsen, 2001). 

This study defined efficiency as the accuracy and completeness the user achieves with 

respect to the goals (Cato, 2001). Therefore, the efficiency section dealt with the quality 
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of information, the ability to understand the material presented, the availability of contact 

information, and the overall presentation of information.  

As with any type of communication, satisfaction is key to developing loyal, 

returning users. In the satisfaction category, the usefulness of the site, download/upload 

speed, amount of user interaction, site aesthetics, and overall feeling of satisfaction were 

rated.  

The credibility category specifically asked the subject to rate (a) how likely they 

would be to browse the site again, (b) if the site enhances their ability to cover cotton, (c) 

the likelihood they would recommend CottonLink to colleagues, and (d) if the site 

portrayed CottonLink as a credible source.  

Dillman (2000) found respondents are more likely to complete surveys when 

demographics are not at the beginning; therefore, the final section of the instrument 

collected demographic information. Respondents were asked their primary role at the 

newspaper, the type of Internet connection, their level of education, gender, age, years in 

the community, and years in the profession. These demographic characteristics were 

identified in the literature review as impacting either Web site usability or the journalists’ 

news gathering techniques.  
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Validity and Reliability 

Validity 

Threats to validity fall into two general categories: internal and external. For this 

study, external validity was not a threat because this research was not generalized to other 

populations. The measures used to control internal validity threats are discussed below.  

Fraenkel and Wallen (2006) identified mortality, location, instrumentation, and 

instrument decay as the primary threats to internal validity of survey research. The 

study’s internal validity was controlled by using only one data collector. Obtaining 

specific information about the subjects’ demographics and location also served to reduce 

the threat to internal validity. Since the cross-sectional survey collects information at only 

one time, history, mortality, and maturation were not threats to the study. 

 Location remained a threat in this study because the researcher did not control the 

location or environment in which the user completed the survey. Fraenkel and Wallen 

(2006) recommend holding the location constant as the best method of controlling 

location threat. The location was constant in that subjects completed the survey in a 

realistic work environment. Because the purpose of CottonLink is to assist the media with 

reporting on cotton, subjects completed the survey in their typical working conditions- a 

realistic setting for the use and purpose of CottonLink. Since research shows the type of 

Internet connection to influence user satisfaction, respondents were asked the type of 

Internet connection used when completing the survey. This allowed researchers to 

account for variations in processing speed and analyze the impact Internet connection has 

on usability in order to minimize location as a threat. 
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 Through the use of a pilot test, instrumentation error was minimized as a threat. 

The pilot test helped determine if the questions were easy to understand and tested the 

reliability and validity of the instrument. Because participants were able to set their own 

pace, instrument decay was not considered a valid threat in this study.  

 

Reliability 

In early September, five members of the university faculty assessed the researcher 

designed instrument for face and content validity. The researcher used this assessment to 

lessen the threat of measurement error by evaluating and clarifying each question in 

efforts to reduce the risk of a question being misunderstood or incorrectly answered. Face 

and content validity was assessed by determining if the skill and knowledge measured by 

each question was (a) essential, (b) useful but not essential, or (c) not necessary (Cohen 

& Swerdlik, 1999). The researcher used this assessment to make changes to the 

instrument prior to conducting a pilot test.  

The pilot test was launched September 18, 2006 on Zoomerang.com, the online 

survey host, to measure reliability. Initially, the pilot test was disseminated to newspapers 

in the Coastal region of Texas replicating the planned data collection procedure. The 

Texas Press Association online roster of members as of January 2006 was used to 

establish this group. Pilot test subjects represented a population similar to the target 

population of the study. Coastal and Plains region newspapers were similar in circulation 

ranges and level of cotton production. In order to test the data collection procedure as 

well as the reliability of the instrument, Coastal papers were contacted by phone and 
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asked to participate in the study. During the course of the pilot test, researchers found 

many papers held irregular office hours and several newspapers were owned or operated 

by the same individual, thus lowering the available population. Out of the 58 newspapers 

in the sample, 37 people consented to participate in the study. An email with the link to 

the online survey and a confidential three-digit code was sent to the email address 

provided by the subject. Subjects were asked to complete the instrument in one week. 

After five days, nonrespondents received a reminder email in an effort to reduce 

nonresponse error. However, only eight responses were completed out of the 37 who 

consented to participate. 

In order to more effectively pilot test the instrument, graduate students from the 

Department of Agricultural Education and Communications and the College of Mass 

Communications at Texas Tech University were solicited to complete the online survey. 

This mixture of students provided a wide range of agricultural and communication 

experience and represented viable subjects for the pilot test. In effort to bridge any gap 

between this group and the intended newspaper subjects, members of this group were 

asked to complete the survey as though they were a newspaper reporter in their 

hometown. The survey was closed on September 27, 2006 and analyzed using Statistics 

Package for Social Sciences® (SPSS) version 14.0 for Windows.  

Data collected from the 21 pilot test responses were analyzed for reliability. Items 

in the first section related to the subjects’ perception of cotton and agriculture were 

grouped using the most closely related questions to determine the reliability. Agriculture 

knowledge and experience had a Cronbach’s Alpha of .93, while the economic impact 
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statements scored a .97. Cronbach’s Alpha was .84 for the questions within section two, 

the task performance section. Cronbach’s Alpha for the Likert-type questions in section 

three of the instrument was calculated to be .93.  

Items in section three dealt with effectiveness, efficiency, satisfaction, and 

credibility and were heavily tied to the objectives of this study. When section three was 

divided into the four categories, Cronbach’s Alpha was .59 for effectiveness, .49 for 

efficiency, .72 for satisfaction, and .79 for credibility. While the Cronbach’s Alpha for 

effectiveness and efficiency were low, Nunnally (1967) suggested .5 could be considered 

adequate during early research stages or with new instrument development. However, 

adjustments were made to the effectiveness and efficiency categories using comments 

and suggestions from the pilot test respondents to increase the reliability.  

A reliability test was repeated with data from the actual population, which was 

more cohesive and realistic. The Cronbach’s Alpha for each category greatly increased 

from the pilot test scores (See Table 3. 1). An acceptable reliability score, with a 

Cronbach’s Alpha of .95, was recorded for the effectiveness section (Nunnally, 1967). A 

test for reliability was run on the adjusted efficiency section and a Cronbach’s Alpha of 

.98 was recorded. Even though the satisfaction and credibility sections were deemed 

reliable in the pilot test, the satisfaction section increased from .72 to .92 and the 

credibility increased from .79 to .92 when calculated with the Plains region data. The 

Cronbach’s Alpha for overall usability raised to .97. 
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Table 3. 1:  Comparison of Instrument Reliability Scores 
 

Cronbach’s Alpha

Category Pilot Post Hoc 

Effective 

Efficient 

Satisfaction 

Credibility 

Usability 

.59 

.49 

.72 

.79 

.93 

.95 

.98 

.92 

.92 

.97 
 

Data Collection 

Dillman (2000) developed the Tailored Design Method (TDM) for Internet 

surveys. He recommends the use of a five-contact model during a five-week period of 

time. The five-contacts include a prenotice letter, the questionnaire, a reminder, a second 

questionnaire, and then invoking special procedures. In order to meet the needs of this 

study, a modified version of Dillman’s (2000) Tailored Design Method was used. Five 

contacts, using phone and email communication, were made to the sample during a two 

week period of time (see Table 3. 2).  
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Table 3. 2:  Sampling Procedure Schedule 

Contact Number Dates Method Mode 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

October 2-6 

October 2-6 

October 9 

October 12-13 

October 16 

Prenotice/Solicitation 

Survey Link 

Thank-you/Reminder 

Thank-you/Reminder 

Thank-you/Reminder 

Telephone 

E-mail 

E-mail 

Telephone 

E-mail 

    
 

Each of the newspapers in the Plains region was telephoned by the researcher 

during the week of October 2, 2006 (see Appendix B). The researcher asked to speak 

with either an available editor or someone who would deal with the agriculture reporting. 

The purpose of this phone call was to identify the most appropriate subject at each 

newspaper, solicit their participation in the study, and confirm an appropriate e-mail 

address. During the phone conversation, the researcher attempted to briefly explain the 

CottonLink media resource guide and that their feedback would be used to improve the 

CottonLink site to better meet their needs. In order to keep results confidential, 

participants were informed they would be provided a three-digit code in the subject line 

of the e-mail, which would be used in the first question of the online survey.  

After the subjects agreed to complete the survey and provided an e-mail address, 

the researcher sent the e-mail containing instructions, a three-digit confidential code, and 

a link to the online survey. Each e-mail was personalized and sent within 15 minutes of 

the phone conversation (see Appendix C). 

 53



 On October 9, 2006 the second contact was made to subjects. Nonrespondents 

were sent another personalized e-mail as a reminder to complete the online survey by 

Friday, October 13th (see Appendix D). All of the survey respondents were sent a thank 

you e-mail on this date. From this point on, all respondents were sent a thank you e-mail 

from the researcher on the day they completed the survey.   

The researcher contacted the subjects who had agreed to participate, yet had not 

completed the survey on October 12th and 13th. The purpose of this phone call was to 

remind the subject they had agreed to participate and determine if they had any difficulty 

with the online survey or the e-mail the researcher sent.  

The fifth and final contact was made on October 16th. An e-mail reminder was 

sent to each participant, alerting them the survey would be closing at the end of the 

business day (see Appendix E).  A total of 39 surveys were completed and 12 members 

of the population refused to participate in the study for a total response rate of 54.2%.  

Dillman (2000) describes nonresponse error as one of four distinct types of 

potential survey error. Linder, Murphy, and Briers (2001) recommend the comparison of 

early to late respondents as an acceptable procedure for addressing nonresponse error. 

They also suggest arbitrarily and operationally defining late respondents as those who 

respond after the last contact or as the later 50% of all respondents in cases where the 

number of responses are low to prevent reducing the statistical power of any comparison 

(Linder et al., 2001). Therefore, the late respondents were classified as those who 

responded after the fourth contact because this was after a significant wave of responses 

and closer to an even comparison.  
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The early respondents were compared to the late respondents to ensure no 

significant differences existed between the two groups. As recommended by Linder et al. 

(2001), comparison was made on primary variables of interest: education level, gender, 

age, effectiveness, efficiency, satisfaction, credibility, and the total usability score. No 

statistically significant relationships were found between the early and late respondents 

on the primary variables. “Only if no differences are found should results be generalized 

to the target population,” advised Linder et al. (2001, p. 52). Therefore, nonrespondents 

were assumed to be typical of respondents and nonresponse was removed as a threat.  

 

Data Analysis 

The survey instrument was housed on Zoomerang.com, an online software 

company that allows the creation and distribution of surveys. Online survey responses 

were automatically saved into a database within Zoomerang.com. Responses were then 

exported into an Excel spreadsheet and prepared to analyze in SPSS®. Once the data was 

transferred into SPSS®, it was analyzed based on the five objectives of this study. Since 

this study employed a descriptive correlational design, data was evaluated primarily using 

frequencies and correlations.  

Demographic data was analyzed for two purposes in this study. The demographic 

characteristics identified were reported with frequencies and descriptive statistics in order 

to describe the population. They were also used in objective five, which sought to 

determine the relationship between the relationship between demographic variables and 

the overall usability rating of the CottonLink Web site.  
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Davis (1971) conventions were used to determine the magnitude and direction of 

correlations (see Table 4. 38). This correlation index provided a useful and meaningful 

index for identifying relationships. An alpha level of .05 was used for all statistical tests. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

 
The purpose of this study was to evaluate the usability of the CottonLink media 

resource Web site as determined by a sample of the site’s target audience. The associated 

press industry in the Plains region of Texas examined the effectiveness, efficiency, 

satisfaction, and credibility of the Web site in order to evaluate the online media resource 

guide. The following were objectives for this research: 

1. Determine the effectiveness of the CottonLink Web site for members of the 

Texas print media in the Plains region. 

2. Determine the efficiency of the CottonLink Web site for members of the 

Texas print media in the Plains region. 

3. Describe the satisfaction of the CottonLink Web site for members of the 

Texas print media in the Plains region. 

4. Describe the credibility of the CottonLink Web site perceived by members of 

the Texas print media in the Plains region.  

5. Determine the relationship between demographic variables and the overall 

usability rating of the CottonLink Web site.  

This chapter reports the results of the study. The first section contains a 

description of the audience in relation to their demographics, perception of agriculture, 

Internet use, and newsgathering techniques. In each of the following sections, the 

objectives of this study and their respective findings are reported.  
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Audience 

Originally, the target population consisted of 88 newspapers located in the Plains 

region identified from the Texas Press Association membership. However, due to closed 

newspapers and newspapers operated by the same individual, the population was reduced 

to 84 newspapers. Twelve newspapers refused to participate in the study, reducing the 

accessible population to 72 newspapers. A total of 39 responses were received by 

October 16, 2006; therefore, the response rate in this study reached 54.2%. This audience 

is described below.  

 

Demographics 

Table 4. 1 provides an overview of the respondents by age, years in the 

profession, and years in their newspaper’s community. Of the 39 respondents, only 35 

respondents’ ages were collected, one of the lowest response rates for questions within 

the survey. Respondents’ ages ranged from 23 years old to 68 years old with a mean of 

46.42 years. The standard deviation for age was 13.28.  

Further analysis provided in Table 4. 1 shows the respondents (n = 37) had spent 

a mean of 14.42 years in the profession, ranging from zero to 44 years (SD = 11.55). 

Thirty-seven respondents reported a mean of 20.16 years spent in their newspaper’s 

community. Years in the community ranged from zero to 68 years.  
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Table 4. 1:  Distribution of  Newspaper Respondents’ Age, Years in Profession, and 
Years in Community  

Category M SD Range 

Age a

Years in Profession b 

Years in Community b

46.42 

14.42 

20.16 

13.28 

11.55 

16.19 

23-68 

0-44 

0-68 
aN = 35, four missing respondents.  bN = 37, two missing respondents. 
 
 

Based on the analysis of descriptive statistics, a majority (n = 20, 55.6%) of 

respondents were female, while 16 (44.4%) respondents were male (Table 4. 2).  

Also reported in Table 4. 2, the education level of respondents (n = 37) ranged 

from a high school diploma to a master’s degree. Eighteen respondents (48.6%) indicated 

they had a bachelor’s degree followed by 11 (29.7%) with some college experience, five 

(13.5%) with a master’s degree, and three (8.1%) with a high school diploma or the 

equivalent of a high school education.  

The respondent’s primary role at the newspaper (n = 37) is also reported in Table 

4. 2. The majority of respondents were editors (n = 24, 64.9%). There were eight (21.6%) 

reporters included. Five respondents (13.5%) described their role at the newspaper as 

“other,” which included an office manager, two publishers, a correspondent, and one 

agriculture reporter.  
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Table 4. 2:  Respondents’ Gender, Education, and Position at Newspaper  (N = 37) 

Category Frequency (f) Valid Percent (%) Mode 

Gender a

Female 

Male 

Education Level 

HS Diploma/GED 

Some College 

Bachelor’s Degree 

Master’s Degree 

Role at Newspaper 

Editor 

Reporter 

Other 

 

20 

16 

 

3 

11 

18 

5 

 

24 

8 

5 

 

55.6 

44.4 

 

8.1 

29.7 

48.6 

13.5 

 

64.9 

21.6 

13.5 

Female 

 

 

Bachelor’s Degree 

 

 

 

 

Editor 

a N = 36, three missing responses.
 

As Related to Agriculture 

During the first section of the online survey, respondents were asked to respond to 

a series of statements related to their perceptions of cotton and agriculture. These 

statements served as a pre-test and were collected prior to sending the participant to the 

online media resource guide. Two separate scales were used. Table 4. 3 illustrates the 

statements that used a scale of one to 10, with one being none and 10 being extensive. 

When asked to rate their agricultural knowledge, respondents’ mean score was 5.07 with 
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four as the most common answer (SD = 2.54). However, respondents rated their 

agricultural experience as less extensive (M = 4.08, SD =2.63) than their knowledge. 

Further analysis in Table 4. 3 shows the frequency respondents’ newspapers report 

cotton-related material. The mean (M = 6.43, SD = 2.84) and most common answer for 

frequency of cotton coverage was higher than the respondents’ perceived knowledge or 

experience score. Two respondents were missing from this statement (N = 37). 

Table 4. 3: Respondents’ Perceived Agricultural Knowledge and Experience (N = 39) 

Statement M SD Mode 

Rate your agricultural knowledge. 

Rate your agricultural experience. 

My newspaper reports cotton-related news. a

5.07 

4.08 

6.43 

2.54 

2.63 

2.84 

4 

5 

7 
Note. Instrument utilized a scale of 1-10 from none to extensive. 
a N = 37 , two missing responses. 

 

Also included in section one of the online instrument were statements related to 

the comfort and confidence in cotton and agriculture reporting, as well as the perceived 

importance of cotton and agriculture on sectors of the economy. Table 4. 4 illustrates the 

findings. Respondents were asked to answer on a scale of one to 10 with 1= strongly 

disagree and 10 = strongly agree.  

Respondents reported a mean of 5.77 on their confidence in reporting on 

agriculture with a standard deviation of 2.87 and seven as the most common answer 

(Table 4. 4). The mean for respondents’ comfort in agriculture reporting was slightly 

higher than their mean confidence level (M = 6.05, SD = 2.93). The same statements were 
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made in relation to cotton. Respondents once again rated their comfort (M = 6.08, SD = 

3.26) slightly higher than their confidence (M = 6.23, SD = 3.19). 

Respondents were asked to rate the importance of agriculture to the Texas and 

United States economy, as well as the importance of cotton to their local economy. As 

seen in Table 4. 4, the mean score on the importance of cotton and agriculture to the 

economy was higher than their comfort or confidence in reporting agriculture and cotton. 

Respondents’ mean score when rating agriculture’s impact on Texas was 8.41 (SD = 

2.29). For agriculture’s impact on the United States economy, the mean score was 8.08 

(SD = 2.48); however, one response was missing (N = 38). A mean score of 8.05 (SD = 

3.03) was reported for cotton’s impact on the local economy. 
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Table 4. 4: Respondents’ Perceived Agricultural Knowledge and Experience (N = 39) 

Statement M SD Mode 

I feel confident reporting on agriculture. 

I feel comfortable reporting on agriculture. 

I feel confident reporting on cotton. a

I feel comfortable reporting on cotton. 

It is important that my newspaper’s 
readership understands agriculture’s impact 
on the Texas economy.  

It is important that my newspaper’s 
readership understands agriculture’s impact 
on the U.S. economy. a

The cotton industry is important to my 
area’s economy. 

5.77 

6.05 

6.08 

6.23 

8.41 

 

8.08 

 

8.05 

2.87 

2.93 

3.26 

3.19 

2.29 

 

2.48 

 

3.03 

7 

2b

10 

10 

10 

 

10 

 

10 

Note. Instrument utilized a scale of 1-10 from strongly disagree to strongly agree. 
a N = 38, one missing response.  
b Multiple modes were present and the lowest number is presented. 

 

As Related to Internet Use 

The number of hours per week spent on the Internet for business and personal use 

reported by participants was an open-ended question. Responses ranged from one to 40. 

Specifically, the question was stated, “Estimate the number of hours you spend during an 

average work week on the Internet: (a) for business and (b) for personal.” The researcher 

averaged the number of hours when responses included a range of hours and then recoded 

the responses into four categories of hour ranges. Findings related to hours of Internet use 

per week are reported in Table 4. 5.  
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Respondents most commonly used the Internet one to 10 hours for business 

purposes (n = 21, 53.8%). Eleven respondents (28.2%) claimed 11-20 hours per week, 

followed by four (10.3%) at 21-30 hours, and three (7.7%) in the 31-40 hour range.   

When looking at personal use of the Internet, a much larger majority (n = 34, 

87.2%) fell into the one to 10 hour range (Table 4. 5). This left four (10.3%) respondents 

in the 11-20 hour range and only one (2.6%) spending 21-30 hours a week on the Internet 

for personal use.  

Table 4. 5: Hours Per Week Spent on Internet for Business and Personal Use (N = 39) 

Internet Use Frequency (f) Valid Percent (%) Mode 

Business 

1-10 hours/week 

11-20 hours/week 

21-30 hours/week 

31-40 hours/week 

Personal 

1-10 hours/week 

11-20 hours/week 

21-30 hours/week 

31-40 hours/week 

 

21 

11 

4 

3 

 

34 

4 

1 

0 

 

53.8 

28.2 

10.3 

7.7 

 

87.2 

10.3 

2.6 

0 

1-10 

 

 

 

 

1-10 

 

 

 

 

Table 4. 6 reports the respondents’ Internet connection type. A majority (n=35, 

94.5%) of respondents had a high-speed Internet connection, whether that be broadband, 

cable, or DSL. The majority of responses selected high-speed DSL as their type of 
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Internet connection. Consistent with Axtell (2006), only one respondent reported using a 

dial-up connection (2.7%). The respondent who chose “other” did not specify the type of 

connection used. 

Table 4. 6: Respondent’s Type of Internet Connection (N = 37) 

Connection Type Frequency (f) Valid Percent (%) 

HS/Broadband 

HS/Cable 

HS/DSL 

Dial-up 

Other 

12 

5 

18 

1 

1 

32.4 

13.5 

48.6 

2.7 

2.7 
Note. Mode= HS/DSL 
 
 

As Related to Newsgathering 

Researchers sought to determine newspapers’ newsgathering techniques, the 

amount of time and emphasis spent on each technique, and gain insight as to their 

preferred formatting of information. For this purpose, researchers included a multi-

response question where participants were asked to estimate the percentage of time 

during an average week they spent using a list of news gathering techniques as well as the 

open-ended option. Respondents were asked to ensure their answers totaled 100%; 

however, no checks and balances were set to guarantee they would. Table 4. 7 illustrates 

the newsgathering techniques of the respondents and how they ration their time for 

newsgathering. 
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As seen in Table 4. 7, personal interviews and press releases came in the highest 

with an average of 25.33 percent (SD = 19.75) and 25.20 percent (SD = 25.01), 

respectively. Newsgathering efforts on the telephone (M = 16.80, SD = 18.43) and 

Internet (M = 15.77, SD = 12.55) followed. However, it should be noted that 37 out of 39 

respondents included a percentage of their time for Internet as a newsgathering technique. 

Personal knowledge (M = 7.51, SD = 6.87), wire reports (M = 4.21, SD = 13.09), and 

other responses (M = 5.23, SD = 5.23) concluded the newsgathering techniques for the 

respondents.  

Table 4. 7: Percent of Time Spent on Newsgathering Techniques (N = 39) 

Newsgathering Technique (% time) M SD Mode Range 

Personal Interview 

Press Release 

Telephone Calls 

Internet 

Personal Knowledge 

Wire Reports 

Other 

25.33 

25.20 

16.80 

15.77 

7.51 

4.21 

5.23 

19.75 

25.01 

18.43 

12.55 

6.87 

13.09 

5.23 

30.00 

10.00a 

.00a

10.00 

10.00 

.00 

.00 

0-95 

0-90 

0-100 

0-40 

0-25 

0-80 

0-50 
Note. Respondents were asked to make percentages add up to 100 percent.  
a Multiple modes were present and the lowest number is presented. 
 

 

Prior to entering the CottonLink media resource guide Web site, respondents were 

asked to identify the topics they would like to find in a cotton media resource guide. 
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Researchers provided six options and allowed to select all that applied. Responses were 

coded 0 = no and 1 = yes. Table 4. 8 describes the desired topics in further detail.  

Consistent with Hein’s (2005) findings, newspapers look for localized 

information. As a primary news determinant, 84.6% (n = 33) of respondents desired 

localized information from a media resource guide. Industry practices (n = 25, 65.1%) 

were the only topic receiving a majority of “no” responses indicating this information is 

not of value to the newspapers. Overview and facts (n = 29, 74.4%), statistics and figures 

(n = 25, 65.1%), cotton photographs (n = 21, 53.8%), and expert sources (n = 20, 51.3%) 

were in close proximity with a majority receiving “yes” responses. 

Table 4. 8:  Identifies Topics Respondents Wanted in a Cotton Media Resource Guide    
(N = 39) 

 Frequency (f)

Topics Yes No 

Localized Information 

Overview & Facts 

Statistics & Figures 

Cotton Photographs 

Expert Sources 

Industry Practices 

33 (84.6%) 

29 (74.4%) 

25 (64.1%) 

21 (53.8%) 

20 (51.3%) 

14 (35.9%) 

6 (15.4%) 

10 (25.6%) 

14 (35.9%) 

18 (46.2%) 

19 (48.7%) 

25 (64.1%) 
 
 

The CottonLink project was developed in 2002 when it was distributed as a CD-

Rom to 534 newspapers. Since that time CottonLink was loaded on the Internet, but not 

updated or revised. With the launch of the new site, researchers were interested in the 

 67



level of awareness newspapers had of the CottonLink project. A media resource guide is 

not benefiting the media if they are unaware it exists or of how to get to it. As seen in 

Table 4. 9, CottonLink’s awareness level among newspapers in the Plains region of 

Texas, a heavily based cotton producing region, was extremely low. Sixteen (42.1%) 

respondents had never heard of the site, and another 14 (36.8%) had heard of it, but never 

visited the site. The site was launched in late September, and very little promotional 

effort had been made at the time of testing. Therefore, a low awareness level was 

expected at this point. Only six respondents (15.8%) had visited the CottonLink Web site. 

Another respondent had used the CD-Rom version (2.6%), one (2.6%) reported “other,” 

and one response was missing.  

Table 4. 9: Respondents’ CottonLink Awareness Level (N = 38) 

Awareness Level Frequency (f) Valid Percent (%) 

I have never heard of CottonLink. 

I have heard of it but not visited the Web site.  

I have visited the CottonLink Web site. 

I frequently visit and use the Web site.  

I have used the CottonLink CD-Rom.  

Other 

16 

14 

6 

0 

1 

1 

42.1 

36.8 

15.8 

0 

2.6 

2.6 
Note. Mode = I have never heard of CottonLink.  
One response missing. 

Findings Related to Objective One 

Objective one sought to determine the effectiveness of the CottonLink Web site 

for members of the Texas print media in the Plains region. In this section, there were 
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seven individual statements related to the effectiveness of the site. Responses were based 

on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, 4 = strongly 

agree. The section concludes with a description of the overall effectiveness derived from 

a combination of the seven individual statements.  

Table 4.10 shows a majority (N = 24, 66.7%) of the respondents agreed they were 

able to effectively achieve what they wanted from the site. Nine (25.0%) respondents 

strongly agreed, while two (5.6%) disagreed and only one (2.8%) strongly disagreed. 

Three participants did not respond to this question. Respondents’ mean score was 3.14 

(SD = .64).   

Table 4. 10:  Individual Effectiveness Statement Related to Achievement (N = 36) 

Statement Frequency (f) Valid Percent (%) 

I effectively achieved what I wanted from 
this site.  

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 
 

1 

2 

24 

9 

 
 

2.8 

5.6 

66.7 

25.0 
Note. M = 3.14 , SD = .64 , Mode =  3.00 
Missing three responses. 
Responses are based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = 
agree, 4 = strongly agree. 
 

As seen in Table 4. 11, the mean response was 3.37 (SD = .59), and the vast 

majority of respondents either agreed (n = 19, 51.4%) or strongly agreed (n = 16, 43.2%) 

the Web pages were clearly organized. Two respondents disagreed with the statement, 

and two responses were missing.  

 69



Table 4. 11:  Individual Effectiveness Statement Related to Page Organization (N = 37) 

Statement Frequency (f) Valid Percent (%) 

The Web pages were clearly organized. 

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

0 

2 

19 

16 

 

0 

5.4 

51.4 

43.2 
Note. M = 3.37, SD = .59, Mode = 3.00 
Missing two responses. 
Responses are based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = 
agree, 4 = strongly agree. 

 

For statement three in the effectiveness section, respondents reported how well 

they felt the Web site menus assisted in navigation (Table 4. 12). Two responses were 

missing; however, 56.8% (n =21) of respondents agreed the menus assisted navigation. 

An additional 40.5% (n =15) strongly agreed, leaving one (2.7%) respondent to disagree 

and none to strongly disagree. The mean response for this statement was 3.38 (SD = .55). 
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Table 4. 12:  Individual Effectiveness Statement Related to Menus (N = 37) 

Statement Frequency (f) Valid Percent (%) 

The Web site menus assisted in 
navigation.  

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 
 

0 

1 

21 

15 

 

 
0 

2.7 

56.8 

40.5 
Note. M = 3.38, SD = .55, Mode = 3.00  
Missing two responses. 
Responses are based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = 
agree, 4 = strongly agree. 
 

As seen in Table 4. 13, a total of 91.9% of respondents agreed (n = 19, 51.4%) or 

strongly agreed (n = 15, 40.5%) links and downloadable documents were predictable and 

clearly recognized. The remainder reported they disagreed (n = 2, 5.4%) or strongly 

disagreed (n = 1, 2.7%). Two responses were missing. The mean response (M = 3.30) had 

a standard deviation of .70. 
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Table 4. 13:  Individual Effectiveness Statement Related to Links and Downloadable 
Documents (N = 37) 

Statement Frequency (f) Valid Percent (%) 

Links and downloadable documents 
were predictable and clearly recognized. 

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

 
1 

2 

19 

15 

 

 
2.7 

5.4 

51.4 

40.5 
Note. M = 3.30, SD = .70, Mode = 3.00   
Missing two responses. 
Responses are based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = 
agree, 4 = strongly agree. 
 

Responses to statement five, ‘information on the pages was clearly organized,’ are 

shown in Table 4. 14. Participants’ mean response, 3.32 (SD = .58), indicated the 

majority of respondents agreed (n = 21, 56.8%) or strongly agreed (n = 14, 37.8%) 

information was clearly organized. Two responses disagreed (5.4%), and two were 

missing.  
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Table 4. 14:  Individual Effectiveness Statement Related to Information Organization    
(N = 3) 

Statement Frequency (f) Valid Percent (%) 

Information on the pages was clearly 
organized.  

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

 
0 

2 

21 

14 

 

 
0 

5.4 

56.8 

37.8 
Note. M = 3.32, SD = .58, Mode = 3.00   
Missing two responses. 
Responses are based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = 
agree, 4 = strongly agree. 
 

As shown in Table 4. 15, 17 (45.9%) respondents agreed they never felt lost on 

the site. Sixteen (43.2%) strongly agreed, while two (5.4%) disagreed, two (5.4%) 

strongly disagreed, and two were missing. A mean response of 3.27 was found with a 

standard deviation of .80. 
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Table 4. 15:  Individual Effectiveness Statement Related to Feeling Lost (N = 37) 

Statement Frequency (f) Valid Percent (%) 

I never felt lost on this site.   

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

2 

2 

17 

16 

 

5.4 

5.4 

45.9 

43.2 
Note. M = 3.27, SD = .80, Mode = 3.00  
Missing two responses. 
Responses are based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = 
agree, 4 = strongly agree. 

 

Table 4. 16 illustrates 50.0% (n = 18) of the respondents strongly agreed the site’s 

overall navigation was effective. This was closely followed by the 16 (44.4%) 

respondents who agreed. There were two (5.6%) respondents disagreeing and three 

respondents missing. For the overall effectiveness of the navigation, the mean response 

was 3.44 (SD = .60).  
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Table 4. 16:  Individual Effectiveness Statement Related to Overall Effectiveness          
(N = 36) 

Statement Frequency (f) Valid Percent (%) 

Overall, this Web site’s navigation was 
effective.  

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

 
0 

2 

16 

18 

 

 
0 

5.6 

44.4 

50.0 
Note. M = 3.44, SD = .60, Mode = 4.00  
Missing three responses. 
Responses are based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = 
agree, 4 = strongly agree. 
 

When the seven individual statements related to effectiveness were grouped 

together, 3.00 was the mode and a mean response of 3.32 was found with a standard 

deviation of .56 (see Table 4.17). Two respondents were missing from this section. 

Table 4.17: Total Mean Score For Effectiveness From the Combined Mean Scores of 
Statements Related to Effectiveness (N = 37) 

Category M SD Mode 

Effectiveness 3.32 .56 3.00 
Note. Responses are based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 
3 = agree, 4 = strongly agree. 

Findings Related to Objective Two 

The second objective of the study was to determine the efficiency of the 

CottonLink Web site for members of the Texas print media in the Plains region. In this 

section, there were six individual statements related to the efficiency of the site. 
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Responses were based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 

= agree, 4 = strongly agree. The section concludes with a description of the overall 

efficiency derived from a combination of the six individual statements.  

Responses to statement one, ‘the site offered quality information,’ are shown in 

Table 4. 18. Participants’ mean response, 3.30 (SD = .57), indicated the majority of 

respondents agreed (n = 22, 59.5%) or strongly agreed (n = 13, 35.1%) information was 

clearly organized. Two responses disagreed (5.4%), and two were missing.  

Table 4. 18:  Individual Efficiency Statement Related to Quality of Information (N = 37) 

Statement Frequency (f) Valid Percent (%) 

The site offered quality information.  

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

0 

2 

22 

13 

 

0 

5.4 

59.5 

35.1 
Note. M = 3.30, SD = .57, Mode = 3.00  
Missing two responses. 
Responses are based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = 
agree, 4 = strongly agree. 
 

For statement two in the efficiency section, respondents reported how easy the 

information was to understand (Table 4. 19). Three responses were missing; however, 

58.3 % (n =21) of respondents agreed the menus assisted navigation. An additional 

38.9% (n =14) strongly agreed, leaving one (2.8%) respondent to disagree and none to 

strongly disagree. The mean response for this statement was 3.36 (SD = .54). 
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Table 4. 19:  Individual Efficiency Statement Related to Understanding the Information 
(N = 36) 

Statement Frequency (f) Valid Percent (%) 

The information was easy to understand.  

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

0 

1 

21 

14 

 

0 

2.8 

58.3 

38.9 
Note. M = 3.36, SD = .54, Mode = 3.00  
Missing three responses. 
Responses are based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = 
agree, 4 = strongly agree. 
 

Table 4. 20 illustrates 58.3% (n = 21) of the respondents agreed the site’s 

information was current and up-to-date. This was followed by the 14 (38.9%) 

respondents who strongly agreed. One (2.8%) respondent disagreed and three 

respondents were missing. For the overall effectiveness of the navigation, the mean 

response was 3.36 (SD = .54).  
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Table 4. 20:  Individual Efficiency Statement Related to Currency of Information           
(N = 36) 

Statement Frequency (f) Valid Percent (%) 

The information was current and up-
to-date.  

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

 
0 

1 

21 

14 

 

 
0 

2.8 

58.3 

38.9 
Note. M = 3.36, SD = .54, Mode = 3.00  
Missing three responses. 
Responses are based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = 
agree, 4 = strongly agree. 
 

As shown in Table 4. 21, 20 (54.1%) respondents agreed the amount of 

information displayed on the screen was adequate. Fifteen (40.5%) strongly agreed, while 

two (5.4%) disagreed and two were missing. A mean response of 3.35 was found with a 

standard deviation of .59.  
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Table 4. 21:  Individual Efficiency Statement Related to Amount of Information on 
Screen (N = 37) 

Statement Frequency (f) Valid Percent (%) 

The amount of information displayed 
on the screen was adequate.   

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

 
0 

2 

20 

15 

 

 
0 

5.4 

54.1 

40.5 
Note. M = 3.35, SD = .59, Mode = 3.00  
Missing two responses. 
Responses are based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = 
agree, 4 = strongly agree. 
 

Table 4. 22 illustrates 51.4% (n = 19) of the respondents agreed contact 

information was provided within the site. This was closely followed by the 17 (45.9%) 

respondents who strongly agreed. One (2.7%) respondent disagreed, and two respondents 

were missing. For the statement ‘contact information was provided,’ the mean response 

was 3.43 (SD = .55).  
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Table 4. 22:  Individual Efficiency Statement Related to Contact Information (N = 37) 

Statement Frequency (f) Valid Percent (%) 

Contact information was provided.  

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

0 

1 

19 

17 

 

0 

2.7 

51.4 

45.9 
Note. M = 3.43, SD = .55, Mode = 3.00  
Missing two responses. 
Responses are based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = 
agree, 4 = strongly agree. 
 

Responses to statement six, ‘overall, this site provided information efficiently,’ 

are shown in Table 4. 23. Participants’ mean response, 3.42 (SD = .60), indicated an 

equal number of respondents agreed (n = 17, 47.2%) and strongly agreed (n = 17, 47.2%) 

the site provided information efficiently. Two responses disagreed (5.6%), and three were 

missing.  
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Table 4. 23:  Individual Efficiency Statement Related to Overall Efficiency (N = 36) 

Statement Frequency (f) Valid Percent (%) 

Overall, this site provided information 
efficiently.  

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

 
0 

2 

17 

17 

 

 
0 

5.6 

47.2 

47.2 
Note. M = 3.42, SD = .60, Mode = 3.00a  
Missing three responses. 
Responses are based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = 
agree, 4 = strongly agree. 
a Multiple modes were present and the lowest number is presented. 

 

When the six individual statements related to efficiency were grouped together, 

3.00 was the mode, and a mean response of 3.36 was found with a standard deviation of 

.56 (see Table 4. 24). Two respondents were missing from this section. 

 

Findings Related to Objective Three 

Table 4. 24: Total Mean Score For Efficiency From the Combined Mean Scores of 
Statements Related to Efficiency (N = 37) 

Category M SD Mode 

Efficiency 3.36 .56 3.00 
Note. Responses are based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 
3 = agree, 4 = strongly agree. 

Objective three sought to determine the satisfaction of the CottonLink Web site 

for members of the Texas print media in the Plains region. This section included six 

individual statements related to the satisfaction of the site. Responses were based on a 
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four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, 4 = strongly agree. 

The section concludes with a description of the overall satisfaction derived from a 

combination of the six individual statements.  

As seen in Table 4. 25, a total of 83.7% of respondents agreed (n = 17, 45.9%) or 

strongly agreed (n = 14, 37.8%) the site was very useful. The remainder reported they 

disagreed (n = 5, 13.5%) or strongly disagreed (n = 1, 2.7%). Two responses were 

missing. The mean response (M = 3.19) had a standard deviation of .78. 

 

Table 4. 25:  Individual Satisfaction Statement Related to Usefulness (N = 37) 

Statement Frequency (f) Valid Percent (%) 

I found this site very useful.  

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

1 

5 

17 

14 

 

2.7 

13.5 

45.9 

37.8 
Note. M = 3.19, SD = .78, Mode = 3.00  
Missing two responses. 
Responses are based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = 
agree, 4 = strongly agree. 
 

Responses to statement two, ‘Web pages loaded at an acceptable speed,’ are 

shown in Table 4. 26. Participants’ mean response, 3.41 (SD = .60), indicated an equal 

number of respondents agreed (n = 18, 48.6%) and strongly agreed (n = 17, 45.9%) the 

site provided information efficiently. Two responses disagreed (5.4%), and two were 

missing.  
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Table 4. 26:  Individual Satisfaction Statement Related to Loading Speed (N = 37) 

Statement Frequency (f) Valid Percent (%) 

Web pages loaded at an acceptable 
speed.  

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

 
0 

2 

18 

17 

 

 
0 

5.4 

48.6 

45.9 
Note. M = 3.41, SD = .60, Mode = 3.00  
Missing two responses. 
Responses are based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = 
agree, 4 = strongly agree. 
 

Table 4. 27 illustrates 54.3% (n = 19) of the respondents agreed the Web site 

provided significant user interaction. This was closely followed by the 15 (42.9%) 

respondents who strongly agreed. One (2.9%) respondent disagreed and four respondents 

were missing. For the statement ‘this Web site provided significant user interaction,’ the 

mean response was 3.43 (SD = .55).  
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Table 4. 27:  Individual Satisfaction Statement Related to User Interaction (N = 35) 

Statement Frequency (f) Valid Percent (%) 

This Web site provided significant user 
interaction.   

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

 
0 

1 

19 

15 

 

 
0 

2.9 

54.3 

42.9 
Note. M = 3.40, SD = .55, Mode = 3.00  
Missing four responses. 
Responses are based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = 
agree, 4 = strongly agree. 

 

Table 4. 28 shows a majority (N = 18, 66.7%) of the respondents strongly agreed 

the design was aesthetically pleasing. Sixteen (44.4%) respondents agreed, while two 

(5.6%) disagreed. Three participants did not respond to this question. Respondents’ mean 

score was 3.44 (SD = .60). 
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Table 4. 28:  Individual Satisfaction Statement Related to Aesthetics (N = 36) 

Statement Frequency (f) Valid Percent (%) 

The design was aesthetically pleasing.  

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

0 

2 

16 

18 

 

0 

5.6 

44.4 

50.0 
Note. M = 3.44, SD = .60, Mode = 4.00  
Missing three responses. 
Responses are based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = 
agree, 4 = strongly agree. 
 

Responses to statement five, ‘I feel this site could greatly improve the quality of 

my task,’ are shown in Table 4. 29. Participants’ mean response, 3.16 (SD = .80), 

indicated a majority of respondents either agreed (n = 16, 43.2%) and strongly agreed (n 

= 14, 37.8%) the site provided information efficiently. Six responses disagreed (16.2%) 

and one strongly disagreed (2.7%). This statement received the largest frequency (18.9%) 

of disagreement in this section of the survey. Two responses were missing from this 

statement. 
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Table 4. 29:  Individual Satisfaction Statement Related to Helpfulness (N = 37) 

Statement Frequency (f) Valid Percent (%) 

I feel this site could greatly improve the 
quality of my task.  

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

 
1 

6 

16 

14 

 

 
2.7 

16.2 

43.2 

37.8 
Note. M = 3.16, SD = .80, Mode = 3.00  
Missing two responses. 
Responses are based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = 
agree, 4 = strongly agree. 
 

As seen in Table 4. 30, a total of 100% of respondents agreed (n = 18, 51.4%) or 

strongly agreed (n = 17, 48.6%) they were satisfied overall with the CottonLink Web site. 

Four responses were missing. The mean response (M = 3.49) had a standard deviation of 

.51. 
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Table 4. 30:  Individual Satisfaction Statement Related to Overall Satisfaction (N = 35) 

Statement Frequency (f) Valid Percent (%) 

Overall, I was satisfied with the 
CottonLink Web site.   

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

 
0 

0 

18 

17 

 

 
0 

0 

51.4 

48.6 
Note. M = 3.49, SD = .51, Mode = 3.00  
Missing four responses. 
Responses are based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = 
agree, 4 = strongly agree. 

 

When the six individual statements related to satisfaction were grouped together, 

3.00 and 4.00 were the mode, and a mean response of 3.32 was found with a standard 

deviation of .57 (see Table 4. 31). Two respondents were missing from this section. 

 
Table 4. 31: Total Mean Score For Satisfaction From the Combined Mean Scores of 
Statements Related to Satisfaction (N = 37) 

Category M SD Mode 

Satisfaction 3.32 .57 3.00a

Note. Responses are based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 
3 = agree, 4 = strongly agree. 
a Multiple modes were present and the smallest value is shown. 

Findings Related to Objective Four 

The fourth objective was to determine the credibility of the CottonLink Web site 

for members of the Texas print media in the Plains region. This section contained four 

individual statements related to the credibility of the site. Responses were based on a 
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four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, 4 = strongly agree. 

The section concludes with a description of the overall credibility derived from a 

combination of the four individual statements.  

Responses to statement one, ‘I intend to browse this Web site again in the future,’ 

are shown in Table 4. 32. Participants’ mean response, 3.27 (SD = .84), indicated a 

majority of respondents strongly agreed (n = 17, 45.9%) and agreed (n = 15, 40.5%) they 

intended to re-visit the media resource guide. Three respondents disagreed (8.1%) and 

two strongly disagreed (5.4%). Two responses were missing from this statement. 

 

Table 4. 32:  Individual Credibility Statement Related to Future Visits (N = 37) 

Statement Frequency (f) Valid Percent (%) 

I intend to browse this Web site again 
in the future.  

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

 
2 

3 

15 

17 

 

 
5.4 

8.1 

40.5 

45.9 
Note. M = 3.27, SD = .84, Mode = 4.00  
Missing two responses. 
Responses are based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = 
agree, 4 = strongly agree. 

As seen in Table 4. 33, a total of 97.2% of respondents agreed (n = 18, 50.0%) or 

strongly agreed (n = 17, 47.2%) the site enhanced or enabled their ability to cover the 

cotton industry. The remainder reported they disagreed (n = 1, 2.8%) with three missing 

responses. The mean response (M = 3.44) had a standard deviation of .56. 
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Table 4. 33:  Individual Credibility Statement Related to Impact on Cotton Coverage 
Ability (N = 36) 

Statement Frequency (f) Valid Percent (%) 

I feel this site enhances and enables my 
ability to cover the cotton industry.  

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

 
0 

1 

18 

17 

 

 
0 

2.8 

50.0 

47.2 
Note. M = 3.44, SD = .56, Mode = 3.00  
Missing three responses. 
Responses are based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = 
agree, 4 = strongly agree. 

 

Table 4. 34 illustrates 52.8% (n = 19) of the respondents strongly agreed they 

would recommend the Web site to a colleague. This was closely followed by the 16 

(44.4%) respondents who agreed. One (2.8%) respondent disagreed, and three 

respondents were missing. For the statement ‘I would recommend CottonLink to my 

colleagues,’ the mean response was 3.50 (SD = .56). 
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Table 4. 34:  Individual Credibility Statement Related to Recommending CottonLink     
(N = 36) 

Statement Frequency (f) Valid Percent (%) 

I would recommend CottonLink to my 
colleagues.  

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

 
 

0 

1 

16 

19 

 

 
 

0 

2.8 

44.4 

52.8 
Note. M = 3.50, SD = .56, Mode = 4.00  
Missing three responses. 
Responses are based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = 
agree, 4 = strongly agree. 
 

As seen in Table 4. 35, a total of 100% of respondents agreed (n = 20, 54.1%) or 

strongly agreed (n = 17, 45.9%) the CottonLink Web site was portrayed as a credible 

source. There were two missing responses for this question. The mean response, 3.49, 

had a standard deviation of .51. 
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Table 4. 35:  Individual Credibility Statement Related to Overall Credibility (N = 37) 

Statement Frequency (f) Valid Percent (%) 

Overall, this site portrayed CottonLink 
as a credible source.   

Strongly Disagree 

Disagree 

Agree 

Strongly Agree 

 

 
0 

0 

17 

20 

 

 
0 

0 

45.9 

54.1 
Note. M = 3.54, SD = .51, Mode = 4.00  
Missing two responses. 
Responses are based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = 
agree, 4 = strongly agree. 

 

When the four individual statements related to credibility were grouped together, 

4.00 was the mode, and a mean response of 3.41 was found with a standard deviation of 

.59 (see Table 4. 36). Two respondents were missing from this section. 

Table 4. 36: Total Mean Score For Credibility From the Combined Mean Scores of 
Statements Related to Credibility (N = 37) 

Category M SD Mode 

Credibility 3.41 .59 4.00 
Note. Responses are based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 
3 = agree, 4 = strongly agree. 

 

Findings Related to Objective Five 

Objective five sought to determine the relationship between demographic 

variables for members of the Texas Plains region print media and the overall usability 

 91



rating of the CottonLink Web site. This section contained four categories of statements: 

effectiveness, efficiency, satisfaction, and credibility.  Responses were based on a four-

point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, 4 = strongly agree.  

The grand mean usability score was formulated by taking the mean of the total 

mean scores for effectiveness, efficiency, satisfaction, and credibility. This score was 

used as the overall usability rating. As seen in Table 4. 37, the grand mean for usability 

was 3.36 with a standard deviation of .51. Only 37 responses were used to calculate the 

grand mean; therefore, only those 37 were included in the correlation analysis.  

 

 

Table 4. 37: Grand Mean Score For Usability (N = 37) 

Category M SD Mode 

Usability Grand 
Mean 

3.36 .51 4.00 

Note. Responses are based on a four-point Likert scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = 
disagree, 3 = agree, 4 = strongly agree. 

  
Davis (1971) conventions were used to determine the magnitude and direction of 

correlations (see Table 4. 38). This correlation index provided a useful and meaningful 

index for identifying relationships. An alpha level of .05 was used for all statistical tests. 

Correlation coefficients significant at the .05 level were signified with a single asterisk. 

Correlation coefficients significant at the .01 level were signified with a double asterisk. 
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Table 4. 38: Conventions for Correlational Magnitude (Davis, 1971) 

Correlation Magnitude 

1.00 

.70 to .99 

.50 to .69 

.30 to .49 

.10 to .29 

.01 to .09 

Perfect 

Very strong relationship 

Substantial relationship 

Moderate relationship 

Low relationship 

Negligible relationship 
 

As shown in Table 4. 39, Pearson product-moment correlations (r) were used to 

determine the relationship between the components of usability. Pearson’s coefficients 

for these components were all statistically significant at the .01 level with positive, 

substantial to very strong relationships (Davis, 1971). Effectiveness, efficiency, and 

satisfaction were found to have very strong, positive relationships. Literature defines 

usability as “it is whether a product is efficient, effective, and satisfying for those who 

use it” (Usability Professionals’ Association, 2005). Credibility was added as a primary 

component of the survey because of its value to newsgathering techniques. Davis (1971) 

would describe credibility as being substantially related to effectiveness, efficiency, and 

satisfaction (r = .59, .63, and .70, respectively). The usability score is formulated from 

the other four components; therefore, the relationship should be very strong. 
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Table 4. 39:  Pearson Product-Moment Correlations Between Effectiveness, Efficiency, 
Satisfaction, Credibility, and Usability (N = 37) 

Variable Effectiveness Efficiency Satisfaction Credibility Usability 

Effectiveness 

Efficiency 

Satisfaction 

Credibility 

- 

 

.88** 

- 

.84** 

.81** 

- 

.59** 

.63** 

.70** 

- 

.92**

.92**

.93**

.82**
** p <  .01. 
 

Table 4. 40 illustrates the Pearson product-moment (r) correlations between 

respondents’ ages and their total mean scores of the CottonLink Web site’s effectiveness, 

efficiency, satisfaction, and credibility, and the grand mean score for the site’s usability. 

Age was the only demographic or Internet use variable with a statistically significant 

relationship. Negative moderate relationships were identified between age and the site’s 

effectiveness (- .40), efficiency (- .40), and usability (- .39), all of which were significant 

at the .05 level. The significant correlations were interpreted as meaning younger 

respondents found the site to be more effective, efficient, and usable than older 

respondents.  
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Table 4. 40:  Pearson  Product-Moment Correlations Between Age and Effectiveness, 
Efficiency, Satisfaction, Credibility, and Usability (N = 37) 

Variable Effectiveness Efficiency Satisfaction Credibility Usability 

Age -.40* -.40* -.28 -.31 -.39* 
Note. Only demographic and Internet use variables with statistically significant findings 
related to effectiveness, efficiency, satisfaction, credibility, or usability were reported. 
* p <  .05.  
 

Pearson product-moment (r) correlations were identified between respondents’ 

agriculture opinion statements and total mean scores of the site’s effectiveness, 

efficiency, satisfaction, and credibility, and the grand mean scores for the site’s usability. 

Correlations were run on all agriculture opinion statements; however, five of the 12 

statements were statistically significant at the .01 and .05 levels and are shown in Table 4. 

41.  

Respondents’ opinion statements toward agriculture having an impact on the 

Texas economy had a positive substantial relationship with the CottonLink Web site’s 

credibility (.58) mean score (p < .01). Furthermore, positive, moderate relationships were 

found between respondents’ agriculture opinion statements toward agriculture’s impact 

on the Texas economy and the site’s usability (.45) and satisfaction (.45) mean scores, 

both of which were significant at the .01 level. A positive moderate relationship with the 

site’s efficiency (.33) mean score (p < .05) was also identified with the agriculture 

opinion statement. Significant findings indicated users who placed a greater importance 

on agriculture’s impact on the Texas economy found the site to be more efficient, 

satisfying, credible, and ultimately, usable.  
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Table 4. 41 also illustrates a positive substantial relationship between 

respondents’ agriculture opinion statements toward agriculture’s impact on the U.S. 

economy and the site’s credibility (.58) mean score (p < .0l). In addition, a positive 

moderate relationship was found with satisfaction (.40) and usability (.38) mean scores, 

both of which were significant at the .05 level. Similar to the findings related to the Texas 

economy, respondents with a higher regard for the role agriculture plays in the nation’s 

economy were more highly correlated with satisfaction, credibility, and usability.  

Respondents’ opinion statements toward the frequency their newspapers report 

cotton news had a positive, moderate relationship with the site’s credibility (.35) mean 

score (p < .05), as shown in Table 4. 41. Therefore, researchers interpreted this to mean 

newspapers who more frequently report cotton news found the site more credible, 

possibly due to a better understanding and awareness of the topic.  

Respondents’ confidence in reporting cotton news had positive moderate 

relationships with the site’s usability (.41), credibility (.41), satisfaction (.39), and 

effectiveness (.38) mean scores (p < .05), as shown in Table 4. 41. The positive moderate 

relationship indicates that journalists with more confidence in their cotton reporting 

viewed the site as more effective, satisfying, credible, and usable. 

Finally, respondents’ comfort in cotton reporting had positive moderate 

relationships with the site’s credibility (.40), usability (.39), satisfaction (.38), and 

effectiveness (.34) mean scores (p < .05), as shown in Table 4. 41. Comfort relationships 

were similar to the confidence relationships with effectiveness, satisfaction, credibility, 

and overall usability.  
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Table 4. 41:  Pearson  Product-Moment Correlations Between Agriculture Perception 
Statements and Effectiveness, Efficiency, Satisfaction, Credibility, and Usability (N = 37) 

Statements Effectiveness Efficiency Satisfaction Credibility Usability 

Agriculture impact on Texas 
economy 

Agriculture impact on U.S. 
economy 

Extensiveness newspaper 
reports cotton news 

Confidence in cotton 
reporting 

Comfort in cotton reporting 

.26 
 

.22 
 

.24 
 

.38* 
 

.34* 

.33* 
 

.25 
 

.17 
 

.29 
 

.27 

.43** 
 

.40* 
 

.31 
 

.39* 
 

.38* 

.58** 
 

.51** 
 

.35* 
 

.41* 
 

.40* 

.45** 

 
.38* 

 
.30 

 
.41* 

 
.39* 

Note. Only agriculture perception statements with statistically significant findings related 
to effectiveness, efficiency, satisfaction, credibility, or usability were reported. 
* p <  .05. ** p <  .01. 
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CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS,  

AND DISCUSSION 

 
The purpose of this study was to evaluate the usability of the CottonLink media 

resource Web site as determined by a sample of the site’s target audience. The newspaper 

medium in the Plains region of Texas examined the effectiveness, efficiency, satisfaction, 

and credibility of the Web site in order to evaluate the online media resource guide. The 

following were objectives for this research: 

1. Determine the effectiveness of the CottonLink Web site for members of the 

Texas print media in the Plains region. 

2. Determine the efficiency of the CottonLink Web site for members of the 

Texas print media in the Plains region. 

3. Describe the satisfaction of the CottonLink Web site for members of the 

Texas print media in the Plains region. 

4. Describe the credibility of the CottonLink Web site perceived by members of 

the Texas print media in the Plains region.  

5. Determine the relationship between demographic variables and the overall 

usability rating of the CottonLink Web site.  

Summary and Conclusions 

A survey research design was used in combination with correlational research to 

satisfy the objectives of this study. This study was used to evaluate the effectiveness, 
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efficiency, satisfaction, and credibility of the CottonLink Web site from members of the 

Texas Plains Region print media at one given point in time. Using a modified version of 

Dillman’s (2000) Tailored Design Method, a total of 39 completed online surveys were 

received, a 54.2% response rate.  

While the instrument was researcher designed, it was heavily based on research 

from Nielsen (2000, 1993), Krug (2000), Cato (2001), Palmer (2002), and Axtell (2006). 

The online instrument was built and hosted on Zoomerang.com and contained four 

primary sections: (a) the pre-test section gathered opinions related to agriculture, 

newsgathering, and Internet use; (b) the task performance section required the participant 

to visit the CottonLink site and provide feedback on the three primary interactive 

features; (c) the usability section contained statements related to effectiveness, efficiency, 

satisfaction, and credibility; (d) demographic information was collected in the last 

section. Analysis and testing, including content and face validity and a pilot test, were 

completed to ensure validity and reliability of the instrument. An acceptable reliability 

score, using Cronbach’s alpha, was reached for each category within the usability section: 

effectiveness, .95; efficiency, .98; satisfaction, .92; credibility, .92; and overall usability, 

.97 (Nunnally, 1967). 

Respondents of this study represented a wide variety of experiences and 

preferences. Life experiences varied greatly with ages ranging from 23 to 68, years in the 

community ranging from none to 68, and years in the newspaper profession ranging from 

none to 44.  
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Madden (2006) found household income and education level to be the strongest 

indicators of Internet usage. Due to the strong correlation between the two and the fact 

the target population all worked in the same profession, the study only reported the 

education level. Education level responses also ranged from a high school diploma or 

GED to a master’s degree with only three respondents having no college experience. 

Bucy and Newhagen (2004) recognized cognitive access due to education level as a 

demographic discriminator restricting access to the Internet; however, 61.2% of 

respondents obtained a college degree. With the high level of education found, the threat 

of cognitive access and its impact on usability was reduced. 

In this study, the researcher contacted each newspaper by telephone and asked for 

an available editor or someone who would deal with the agriculture reporting. Only one 

respondent claimed “agriculture reporter” as their primary role at the paper following the 

media trend from specialists to generalists (McInerney, Bird, & Nucci, 2004; Wilkes, 

2002). Many of the newspapers contacted were very small in circulation and often the 

editor was the only person available; therefore, the majority of respondents were editors 

(n = 24, 64.9%).  

The decline of agricultural literacy in society prompted the researchers to gather 

data related to the respondents’ perception of agriculture and their reporting on it. On a 

scale of 1= none to 10= extensive, responses ranged the full spread and had a mean score 

of 5.07 when asked to rate their agricultural knowledge. Wilkes (2002) agreed issues 

such as agriculture are challenging for reporters to educate themselves on because of the 

issue complexity and the subject’s lack of experience. The same respondents scored 
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lower on their agricultural experience, confirming Vestal and Brier’s (2000) claim that a 

majority of the population, journalists included, are so far removed from agriculture they 

do not have their own experience or usage. Findings of low agricultural knowledge with 

even lower agricultural experience were consistent with Doerfert’s (2003) allegation that 

agricultural literacy levels continue to decline as the population shifts to urban and the 

amount of land and people involved in production agriculture decreases.   

In relation to comfort and confidence in reporting on agriculture and cotton, 

respondents were more comfortable than confident. Respondents were also more 

confident and comfortable reporting on cotton as compared to general agriculture 

reporting. The heavy concentration of cotton production in the Plains region adds to the 

familiarity with cotton and could explain the higher scores for cotton rather than 

agriculture in general (National Cotton Council, 2005a). 

 For the statements rating the importance of agriculture and cotton to the local, 

state, and national economy, respondents’ mean score hovered around eight, indicating 

they agreed it was important for their paper’s readership to understand. These findings 

were consistent with Whitaker and Dyer (2000), who found journalists do little to 

establish new and better sources of information and that their background and sources 

affect their journalistic decisions. Just because journalists understand the importance of 

an issue, it does not mean journalists will go the extra mile to gain knowledge, 

experience, comfort, or confidence.  

Newsgathering techniques have shifted over the years, and the Internet is now a 

major contributor (Wright, 2001; Madden, 2006; Callison, 2003). Responses in this study 
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were consistent with this industry trend. Only two participants (5.1%) reported they spent 

no time on the Internet for newsgathering, while 10 respondents reported using the 

Internet over 25% of their time. A majority of respondents’ reported spending one to 10 

hours per week on the Internet for business purposes (n =53.8%) and for personal use (n 

=87.2%). Subjects responded spending up to 40 hours per week on the Internet for 

business. Madden’s (2006) findings that the share of online Americans who say the 

Internet has greatly improved their ability to do their job has grown from 24% in 2001 up 

to 35% in 2006 supported these findings.  

Consistent with Hein’s (2005) findings, newspapers looked for localized 

information. With proximity as a primary news determinant, 84.6% (n = 33) of 

respondents desired localized information from the media resource guide. A majority of 

respondents also listed overview and facts, expert sources, statistics and figures, and 

photographs as topics desired in a media resource guide.  

Nielsen (2000) extended basic usability principles into the Web environment to 

include navigation, response time, credibility, and content. This study translated these 

four items into four sections to determine the usability of the CottonLink Web site. 

Navigation was tied to the effectiveness section; content to the efficiency section; 

response time to the satisfaction section; and credibility as its own section.  

 

Conclusions Related to Objective 1 

Objective one sought to determine the effectiveness of the CottonLink Web site 

for print media in the Plains region of Texas. The effectiveness section contained seven 
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individual statements related to effectiveness, and responses were coded on a four-point 

Likert-type scale: 1 = strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, 4 = strongly agree.  The 

mean scores from the seven individual statements were combined to formulate an overall 

mean score for effectiveness. Respondents reported a mean score of 3.32 (SD = .56), 

indicating they agreed the CottonLink site was effective.  

Organization of pages, navigational design, and predictable, recognizable links 

and downloads were all recommended for effective, usable sites (Palmer, 2002; Nielsen, 

2000; Krug, 2000; Spool et al., 1999). Palmer’s (2002) results suggested focusing on 

download delay, organization, and navigation. The effectiveness section contained 

individual statements related to these characteristics, and over 90% of respondents on 

each statement agreed or strongly agreed these features were effective. 

 Nielsen (2000) identified navigation as a “necessary evil” and heavily related to 

effectiveness (p.18). Therefore, the final individual statement in this section, ‘Overall, 

this Web site’s navigation was effective,’ was included to summarize the effectiveness in 

the subject’s mind. Responses were consistent with the other effectiveness statements, 

adding validity to the individual statements and their relevance to effectiveness. 

Researchers were confident in the findings and determined users felt the CottonLink 

media resource guide was effective. 

Conclusions Related to Objective 2 

The second objective was to determine the efficiency of the CottonLink Web site 

for print media in the Plains region of Texas. The efficiency section consisted of six 

individual statements related to efficiency, and responses were coded on a four-point 
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Likert-type scale. The mean scores from the six individual statements were combined to 

formulate an overall mean score for efficiency. Respondents reported a mean score of 

3.36 (SD = .56) indicating they agreed the CottonLink site was efficient.  

Nielsen (2000) acknowledged content as the main purpose of the Web site; 

however, he warned that users will only stay focused on dialogue for about 10 seconds 

because they expect a quick response time. The efficiency section dealt heavily with the 

presentation and quality of information presented in the site. Respondents consistently 

reported positive feedback with over 90% in agreement on each individual statement.  

Parlinski and Parlinski (2003) advised making contact information available 

because it is a comfort to the user and can make a site more reliable. Therefore, the fifth 

statement in the efficiency section, ‘Contact information was provided,’ should be moved 

to the credibility section in future usability studies. Even though the statement was 

consistent with other efficiency statements, researchers believe it would be better suited 

in the credibility section.  

The overarching, final individual statement in this section, ‘Overall, this site 

provided information efficiently,’ was included to summarize respondent’s perception of 

efficiency. Responses were consistent with the other efficiency statements adding validity 

to the individual statements and their relevance to efficiency. Due to this added validity, 

researchers were confident in the findings and determined users felt the CottonLink 

media resource guide was efficient in providing information. 
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Conclusions Related to Objective 3 

Objective three sought to determine satisfaction with the CottonLink Web site by 

print media in the Plains region of Texas. The satisfaction section included six individual 

statements related to user satisfaction, and responses were coded on a four-point Likert-

type scale. The mean scores from the six individual statements were combined to 

formulate an overall mean score for satisfaction. Respondents reported a mean score of 

3.32 (SD = .57) indicating they were satisfied with the CottonLink site.  

Nielsen (2000) and Palmer (2002) believe Web sites need to consider usability 

and other design criteria such as user-centered navigability to be successful and satisfying 

for the user. Palmer (2002) identified customization and interactivity as a primary factor 

relevant to successful sites. Supporting the literature and the total mean satisfaction score, 

a vast majority of respondents (97.2%) felt CottonLink provided significant user 

interaction.  

While Madden (2006) and Palmer (2002) found download speed to have a direct 

impact on user satisfaction, a majority of respondents in this study were using a high-

speed Internet connection. Therefore, the high levels of satisfaction related to 

download/upload speed was consistent with previous studies.  

The effectiveness section contained individual statements related to these 

characteristics, and over 90% of respondents on each statement agreed or strongly agreed 

these features were effective. 

Nielsen (1993) derives usability from the overarching usefulness. Unfortunately, 

16.2% of respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed with the statement related to the 
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usefulness of the site, and 18.9% disagreed or strongly disagreed this site could greatly 

improve the quality of their task. Because CottonLink’s primary purpose is to greatly 

improve the quality of their task and be useful, any unsatisfied member of the target 

audience is cause for concern. CottonLink researchers should conduct more in-depth 

research to determine what influenced this low rating because CottonLink wants each and 

every user to see this site as useful.   

 According to Zibell (2000), “User satisfaction does not equal user enjoyment, but 

it does mean that the user can continue to come back to a site because it is an effective 

and satisfying tool for achieving their goal” (p. 146). Therefore, the final individual 

statement in this section, ‘Overall, I was satisfied with the CottonLink Web site,’ was 

included to summarize the satisfaction felt by subjects. Even though respondents showed 

disagreement with multiple individual statements, not a single respondent disagreed with 

the overarching satisfaction statement. This leads researchers to believe there were other 

factors influencing user satisfaction. Future research should look to expose these factors. 

However, the overarching statement and total mean score for satisfaction were consistent, 

and thus, researchers were confident in the findings. This study determined users were 

satisfied with the CottonLink media resource guide. 

 

Conclusions Related to Objective 4 

The fourth objective was to determine the credibility of the CottonLink Web site 

for print media in the Plains region of Texas. The credibility section consisted of four 

individual statements related to credibility, and responses were coded on a four-point 
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Likert-type scale. The mean scores from the four individual statements were combined to 

formulate an overall mean score for credibility. Respondents reported a mean score of 

3.41 (SD = .59), indicating they agreed the CottonLink site was a credible source.  

Even though five respondents indicated they did not intend to browse the 

CottonLink site again, only one respondent indicated they would not recommend the site 

to colleagues. Researchers felt additional questions in the credibility section should be 

added to further explain user preferences.  

 The overarching, final individual statement in this section, ‘Overall, this site 

portrayed CottonLink as a credible source,’ was included to summarize credibility 

respondents associated with CottonLink. Responses were consistent with the other 

credibility statements, adding validity to the individual statements and their relevance to 

credibility. Due to this added validity, researchers were confident in the findings and 

determined users viewed the CottonLink media resource guide as a credible resource. 

 

Conclusions Related to Objective 5 

Objective five sought to determine the relationship between demographic 

variables for members of the Texas Plains region print media and the overall usability 

rating of the CottonLink Web site. The grand mean usability scored was formulated by 

taking the mean scores from the four categories of statements: effectiveness, efficiency, 

satisfaction, and credibility. Responses were based on a four-point Likert-type scale. 

Davis (1971) conventions were used to determine the magnitude and direction of 

correlations (see Table 4. 38). 
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The grand mean score for usability revealed respondents agreed the site was 

usable with strongly agree as the most common response. Pearson Product-Moment 

correlations were ran to determine the relationship between the four components of 

usability in this study. The very strong, positive relationships found between 

effectiveness, efficiency, and satisfaction were consistent with Lee’s (1999) paraphrased 

definition of usability. Credibility was added as a primary component of this study due to 

the value it has related to newsgathering; therefore, it is understandable that only a 

substantial relationship was found. 

Findings in this study supported Madden’s (2006) determination that age played a 

large role in Internet use. Age was the only demographic variable to have a statistically 

significant relationship with usability or any component of usability. All correlations 

related to age were negative relationships, indicating the younger audiences saw the site 

as more effective, efficient, satisfying, credible, and usable. However, relationships were 

only statistically significant between effectiveness, efficiency, and overall usability.  

Madden (2006) also found little influence of gender on the use of Internet; 

findings in this study hold true to previous research. Household income and education 

level were found to be the strongest indicators of Internet use by Madden (2006), yet no 

statistical significance was found in relation to usability. It should be noted, however, that 

this population represented a very homogenous group, and the vast majority received a 

collegiate degree.  

On a similar note, the homogenous nature of Internet connection type likely 

impacted the lack of significant relationships found in this study. Literature recognized 
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Internet connection speed as a key variable when looking at user satisfaction and 

usability (Nielsen, 2000; Krug, 2000; Palmer, 2002). A broader variety of connection 

speeds and a larger population might reveal a stronger relationship; however, these 

findings illustrated the trend of faster Internet connections. Internet connection speed as a 

variable for usability and user satisfaction is declining as more and more of the general 

population have high-speed Internet.  

Relationships between the four components of usability, overall usability, and the 

statements related to respondents’ perception of agriculture were also analyzed. As the 

agricultural literacy levels decline, newspapers become a primary source of information 

for the general public and a key player in the agenda setting theory. Researchers chose to 

look at the relationships between agriculture and determine how those relationships might 

influence the way users perceive the CottonLink site. While only moderate to substantial, 

positive relationships were found, several statements revealed a statistically significant 

relationship. The more users felt agriculture impacted the Texas economy, the more they 

found the site efficient, satisfying, credible, and usable. A significant relationship was 

found between agriculture’s impact on the U.S. economy and satisfaction, credibility, and 

usability. Also, those respondents’ whose papers reported cotton news more often found 

the site to be more credible. This is encouraging for CottonLink as the resource is 

credible to those with the most experience reporting cotton news; however, future efforts 

need to be made to ensure newspapers without cotton reporting experience also identify 

CottonLink as a credible resource. Confidence and comfort in cotton reporting were 

statistically significant with every component except efficiency. Journalists who were 
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more comfortable and confident viewed the CottonLink site as more effective, satisfying, 

credible, and usable.  

 

Recommendations 

Research 

Future research should include “agricultural reporter” as an option for the 

subject’s primary role at the newspaper. Respondents may have answered “reporter” 

simply because it was an available option. By providing the “agricultural reporter” 

option, subjects would at least take agricultural reporting into consideration. Findings 

would shed some light on the specialist to generalist media trend.  

Zibell (2000) said people interpret words based on their own experience and 

usage. This study found journalists to have low or moderate self-rated levels of 

knowledge and experience. Further research should be done testing the journalists’ actual 

knowledge and experience to determine the magnitude of the relationship. A pre-test/ 

post-test study could evaluate the subjects’ actual knowledge and then determine how the 

media resource guide assisted and educated them. Findings from the proposed research 

would compliment the findings of this research and provide better guidance on what 

information journalists need to become more educated and accurate in their reporting.  

While there was only a marginal difference, it becomes important to note that 

even though respondents were not confident they have become comfortable with cotton 

and agricultural reporting. Future studies should be carried out to determine what causes 

this comfort and why it is higher than their confidence on the same topic. Do media 
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resource guides and industry provided material add to their comfort in the fact that they 

use those items to overcome the lack of confidence? Or could it be newspapers are more 

comfortable because they do not report or develop the in-depth material, they simply use 

the industry provided material as their reporting? Studies could evaluate these issues 

based on the actual knowledge in relationship to the resources used and to what degree 

they were used, as well as a content analysis of actual writing samples to compare the 

input variables with the output material. 

The terminology associated with usability and Web sites still trouble the industry. 

Researchers recommend in-depth studies on the wording choices and what Web 

characteristics apply to the specific terminology. Research could implement a 

correlational research design and determine the relationship between the individual set of 

statements and the overarching statement related to the term. Another maybe simpler 

option might be to jumble the individual statements and not list in category sections. This 

would encourage respondents to thoroughly think out each response and reduce the 

likelihood of simply producing socially acceptable responses. Researchers would then 

code the individual statements into categories and run reliability tests to determine if the 

statements were reliable when coded into categories. By conducting this research, future 

usability analyses could establish consistency and uniformity throughout the profession.  

Nielsen (2000) and Krug (2000) agreed Web sites must be constantly updated and 

revised. They also discussed Web site memorability and how the user should not have to 

relearn the site upon reentrance after a period of time. However, CottonLink users were 

primarily first-time users and, therefore, started this usability analysis with an unbiased 
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impression. If more users would have visited the site prior to the survey, it would be 

beneficial to determine the relationship between frequency of use, awareness of 

CottonLink, and usability of the Web site. Future analyses should take familiarity with 

the site and awareness of the organization or project into consideration when evaluating 

usability.  

Usability testing should be done constantly from the beginning stages of site 

development (Nielsen, 2000; Krug, 2000; Cato, 2001; Bickner, 2004; and Spool et al., 

1999). However, the style of testing and subjects should change depending on the stage 

of development. The first type of testing should be heuristic evaluation (Nielsen, 1993). 

Heuristic evaluation will eliminate many design flaws and functionality errors found in 

the Web site. When conducting research in the beginning stages of development, a 

smaller group of individuals would be evaluated using qualitative research methods in 

order to gain richer data. Bickner (2004) recommended watching a first-time user visit 

the site and qualitatively recording their thoughts, suggestions, and difficulties. The task 

performance style of testing would be implemented to ensure individuals were given the 

same opportunity and level of difficulty. Subjects would still complete a shorter survey to 

gather data related to demographics and the components of usability. The qualitative data 

could then be cross-referenced with the survey data to evaluate the richness and accuracy 

of data found. 

Usability testing should be conducted periodically after the launch of the site 

(Krug, 2000; Nielsen, 2000). The next usability testing for CottonLink ought to be 

conducted in six months after extensive promotion within the cotton industry and toward 
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media members. A replication study could be conducted to compare findings; however, 

members of the print media from the Greater Texas region should be included. Members 

of the print media in the Greater Texas region were not included in this study but would 

add value to the next study as it is a non-cotton producing region with a larger 

population. The region largely impacts the agenda, and CottonLink must show them the 

value of the resource for non-production areas. In this study, researchers would have 

liked to run more extensive statistics; however, the size of the population limited the 

impact of the analysis. Future research with the larger population would enable 

researchers to look into path analysis and cross tabulations.  

Looking back at Nielsen’s (1993) general model of usability, future studies should 

incorporate and analyze the utility branch as well. The utility branch deals with the value 

of the media resource guide and what kind of importance users place on the system. By 

determining the importance and value the intended users place on the tool, researchers 

could continue to develop the portions users found the most value in and reduce the 

amount of time and effort spent on portions of low value. Within the task performance of 

the instrument in this study, researchers asked the user to look at the e-lert system and 

then followed up with a yes or no question asking them if they would like to subscribe. 

With 78.9% of respondents choosing to subscribe, eight respondents chose not to 

subscribe while only four disagreed that it was useful. Further research on the utility of 

the CottonLink media resource guide could explain why respondents opted not to 

subscribe even though they felt it was useful.  
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Practitioners  

Agricultural communicators, educators, and professionals need to focus greater 

efforts on increasing the respondents’ knowledge of agriculture, as those individuals are 

the gatekeepers and agenda setters for the general population. Because journalists lack 

the background and experience to evaluate or understand complex issues such as 

agriculture, they will need additional information sources to provide them with 

background information as well as industry insights and contacts. Developing usable 

educational resources should be a primary goal in order to bridge the gap caused by 

decreasing agricultural literacy, increasing complexity of the industry, and decreasing 

population numbers actively involved in agriculture.  

While Whitaker and Dyer (2000) asserted journalists did little to establish new 

and better sources of information, practitioners must continue to provide better sources of 

information and research how to meet the needs of the audience. Better information 

sources and promotion will aid those journalists who do desire new and improved sources 

of information. If practitioners can ease this process by providing a reliable and usable 

resource, journalists will likely spread the word to their colleagues. In this study, 97.2% 

of respondents agreed or strongly agreed they would recommend this site to their 

colleagues. Agricultural commodities could greatly benefit from the addition of an 

industry-wide media resource guide and could work together to gain a strong reputation 

amongst journalists. One respondent in this study even made the comment, “Wow, I wish 

the beef and peanut industry did this.”  
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The Internet has become a housing facility for information, allowing easy 

distribution and updating in a readily accessible format. Utilize the Internet as just that, a 

housing facility for information. It should not be the only form of communication but 

should supplement all other forms. Media resource guides for commodities should serve 

as a clearing house of information related to the topic. It should include an overview and 

facts, directory of available sources, statistics and figures, photographs, industry 

practices, and above all else, localized information. Users are able to filter through what 

they do not want and retrieve the desired good when Web sites are properly developed 

and highly usable. It should also be noted younger generations utilized the Internet more 

often, for more purposes, and for greater lengths of time (Madden, 2006). So as younger 

generations replace those older generations in the media, public relations will have to 

adjust to meet the needs of the younger audience by using new mediums such as the 

Internet more effectively. The context of the media should relate specifically to the 

changing trends of the audience. As time goes by the audience is more and more familiar 

with the Internet and developing technologies.  

Callison (2003) found journalists demanded unique, multimedia, content-rich 

news and information they can access in a timely manner and a usable format. When 

respondents identified topics they would like to see in a media resource guide, 48.7% 

answered “no” to expert sources. However, the breakdown of time spent newsgathering 

found in this study shows a majority of time being spent on personal interviews, press 

releases, and telephone calls. The CottonLink media resource guide was designed to 

make each of those a less time consuming process for the journalist. Future promotion 
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should be done to illustrate all of the benefits found in the media resource guide and how 

it assists various aspects of the newsgathering process. Prior to answering this portion of 

the instrument, 78.9% of respondents had not visited the CottonLink Web site. With 

proper promotion and continued updates, journalists should come to expect media 

resource guides to assist them in all aspects of newsgathering.  

Holding training workshops for both the media and industry representatives 

would be a great addition to an online media resource guide. Media training for producers 

and cotton training for the media could be conducted in conjunction with one another. By 

gathering members from each group, discussion between parties could promote a better 

understanding of the issues the other side faces. Party members would be able to set 

standards and boundaries for future interaction and establish a positive working 

relationship. The media resource guide Web site would also be used to house information 

related to those trainings, thereby receiving more publicity and use. 

 

Discussion 

Set-backs in the development of the CottonLink Web site due to factors outside 

the control of the researcher caused a delay in the timing of the usability test. The data 

collection and instrument were designed to serve a dual purpose of usability testing and 

promotion of the site. However, due to the delays, the site was not as advanced as it 

should have been. Only one e-lert was sent previous to data collection, and the content 

portion of the site still needed development. At least three months should have been 

allowed prior to conducting this study. The three months would have allowed the 
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researcher to perform more heuristic evaluations of the site, add larger volumes of 

information, more sources in the contact directory, and send at least three e-lerts. A 

CottonLink promotional item could have also been developed to serve as an incentive for 

participating newspapers, which might have increased the response rate.  

CottonLink received very positive feedback in this study and should revise the 

site based on information gathered. However, the biggest push has got to be gaining more 

information and keeping the site up-to-date. E-lert news feeds were well received by 

respondents and should be continued on a monthly basis. CottonLink needs to contact 

each gin in Texas and gain their cooperation in contributing news and information to this 

site. Constant contact with the gins will provide a large amount of assistance in delivering 

information to satisfy the journalists’ needs. However, the non-cotton producing areas 

cannot be forgotten. CottonLink must find ways to promote cotton and increase the 

coverage of cotton in the Greater Texas region. The Greater Texas region is much more 

heavily populated and has a greater influence on setting the agenda; therefore, for 

CottonLink to impact Texas and the agenda, the Greater Texas region must be reached 

and influenced.  

While the data collection for this study was rushed due to delays in development 

of the Web site, the response rate and willingness of journalists to participate should be 

noted. The researcher personally contacted each newspaper by phone and asked for an 

available editor or someone who would deal with the agriculture reporting. When 

subjects agreed to participate on the telephone, the researcher immediately sent the e-mail 

discussed in the phone conversation. However, around 40 percent of those who agreed 
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and were sent an email never completed the instrument. Even some subjects who seemed 

interested and positive about the project never followed through to complete the survey. 

This might be due to a variety of factors such as timing, electronic errors, or survey burn 

out. Newspapers are such valuable resources of information, and communication research 

should note that these populations do not need to be over used. 

Another thought toward the willingness of newspapers is that many of the 

newspapers the researcher spoke to said they had all the resources they needed. Many 

mentioned the Texas Cooperative Extension Service, Texas Boll Weevil Eradication 

Foundation, Texas Department of Agriculture, or organizations in the Plains region as 

their primary source of agricultural information. They said if they need information that 

is where they will go. Several of the organizations mentioned from the Plains region 

provide newspapers press releases and ready-to-print material. Following the trends 

found in the newspapers’ coverage of cotton, responses from this study, and feedback 

during the phone conversation, newspapers thrive on industry provided, ready-to-print 

material. CottonLink and other public relations efforts need to adapt to this trend.  
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APPENDIX B 
 

PRENOTICE TELEPHONE SOLICITATION SCRIPT 

 
 
Hello, my I please speak with an available editor or someone who might deal with the 
agriculture reporting.  
 
 
My name is Kim Cooper and I am calling in regard to CottonLink, an online media 
resource guide. Are you familiar with CottonLink? 
 
CottonLink was developed in the Agricultural Education and Communication 
Department here at Texas Tech University as a CD-ROM in 2002 and distributed to 
Texas newspapers. After researching your recommendations and needs, CottonLink has 
adapted from a CD-ROM into an interactive Web based resource guide. This guide 
contains source contact information, a searchable photo gallery, facts and information, 
industry segment tutorials, archived information, and monthly e-lerts. Did you receive the 
regionalized September e-lert? 
 
As a member of our primary target audience, we would like your feedback on the site and 
how well it meets your needs. A four-page online survey has been developed to evaluate 
this site and it should only take about 15 minutes of your time. Please provide the email 
address where you would like the survey link sent. After our phone conversation, I will 
send you an email containing an active link and a confidential code.  
 

(a) Follow the link or copy the address into a browser to visit the online survey. 
(b) Use the three-digit code in the subject line of the email as the answer to 

question one in the survey. 
 
I would greatly appreciate your time and assistance. We will then take your feedback and 
modify the Web site to better suit your needs and ultimately improve the coverage of 
cotton. My contact information will also be included in this email, so if you have any 
questions or comments, please feel free to contact me at anytime. 
 
Thank you very much.   
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APPENDIX C 

SURVEY LINK EMAIL 

 

Subject: CottonLink Usability- code #________ 
 
Dear _____________, 
 
Thank you for your time and contribution to this project. To complete the survey, 
simply follow this link http://www.zoomerang.com/survey.zgi?p=WEB225PRJ8M6KS  to 
the online questionnaire and use the 3-digit code in the subject line of this email for 
question one in the survey.  
 
CottonLink is an online media resource guide (available at www.cottonlink.org ) to the cotton industry that 
has been developed and researched at Texas Tech University in the Agriculture Education and 
Communications Department since 2002. As a member of the target audience, we appreciate your feedback 
and will use it to improve the resource to better fit your needs. Thank you for agreeing to participate in this 
research study. Since I greatly appreciate and value your time this 4-page online survey should take less 
than 15 minutes to complete. If you have any questions or comments, please feel free to contact myself or 
my advisor, Dr. Cindy Akers, at 806-742-2816 or cindy.akers@ttu.edu.  
 
Here are the details of the project: 
CottonLink is an ongoing project funded by the International Cotton Research Center at Texas Tech 
University. The project is a media resource guide designed to improve and increase the coverage of cotton 
in Texas media. It began in 2002 as a CD-ROM that was distributed to more than 500 newspapers in 
Texas. Further research showed that media members wanted something that was easier to access, currently 
updated and readily available; therefore, I have revamped the guide into an online format to better suit the 
needs of the media. The Web site is available at cottonlink.org and we will continue to collect content for 
the site to provide continual updates for the media. The primary features of the site include a database of 
cotton sources media members could contact for stories, a searchable photo gallery, monthly e-lerts which 
will be sent to Texas newspapers with story ideas and updates on cotton in their region and basic cotton 
educational material. With help from the cotton industry, CottonLink has the potential to become the 
media’s companion for cotton coverage. Providing a readily accessible source for cotton experts & 
information will streamline the journalist’s work, thus allowing for better quality and increased coverage 
of the industry. Future plans for the project include conducting media training for those in the cotton 
industry and cotton training for those in the media. 
 
Sincerely,  
Kim 
 
Kim Cooper
CottonLink Graduate Assistant 
Agricultural Education & Communications Dept. 
Texas Tech University 
(w)  806-742-2816 
(c)   870-715-0012 
www.cottonlink.org
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APPENDIX D 

EMAIL REMINDER 

 

Subject: CottonLink Usability Reminder- code #________ 
 
Dear _____________,  
 
Please remember to complete the online CottonLink usability survey we discussed on the phone 
by this Friday, October 13. We would appreciate your feedback so that we may improve the site 
to better fit your needs. 
 
 Follow this link http://www.zoomerang.com/survey.zgi?p=WEB225PRJ8M6KS  to the 
online questionnaire and use the 3-digit code in the subject line of this email for 
question one in the survey.  
 
CottonLink is an online media resource guide (available at www.cottonlink.org ) to the cotton 
industry that has been developed and researched at Texas Tech University in the Agriculture 
Education and Communications Department since 2002. As we discussed, this 4-page online 
survey should take less than 15 minutes to complete. Please complete the survey by Friday or 
send an email stating that you would like to withdraw from the study. If you have any questions 
or comments, please feel free to contact myself or my advisor, Dr. Cindy Akers, at 806-742-2816 
or cindy.akers@ttu.edu.  
 
Sincerely,  
Kim 
 
Kim Cooper
CottonLink Graduate Assistant 
Agricultural Education &  
    Communications Dept. 
Texas Tech University 
(w)  806-742-2816 
(c)   870-715-0012 
www.cottonlink.org
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APPENDIX E 

EMAIL REMINDER 

 

Subject: CottonLink Usability- code #________ 
 
October 16, 2006 
 
Dear __________, 
 
In order for me to graduate in December, today is my last day to collect data for my thesis. I 
apologize for the rush and would greatly appreciate any feedback you might be able to provide. I 
have been contacting newspapers for about three weeks and still have a very low response rate, so 
it would really help me out if someone at the paper could complete this survey. Remember, it 
only takes about 15 minutes to complete. Thank you so much for your time and efforts.  
 
To complete the survey, simply follow this 
link http://www.zoomerang.com/survey.zgi?p=WEB225PRJ8M6KS  to the online 
questionnaire and use the 3-digit code in the subject line of this email for question 
one in the survey. 
 
CottonLink is an online media resource guide to the cotton industry that has been developed and 
researched at Texas Tech University in the Agriculture Education and Communications 
Department since 2002. As a member of the target audience, we appreciate your feedback and 
will use it to improve the resource to better fit your needs. Since I greatly appreciate and value 
your time this 4-page online survey should take less than 15 minutes to complete. Typically I 
explain the project on the phone prior to sending this email, so if you have any questions or 
comments, please feel free to contact myself or my advisor, Dr. Cindy Akers, at 806-742-2816 or 
cindy.akers@ttu.edu. If you are unable to complete the survey, I encourage you to look over the 
media resource guide and at least send us an email with suggestions on how we can improve this 
site. We will continue to use this feedback to improve the site. CottonLink may be found at 
www.cottonlink.org.   
 
Sincerely,  
Kim 
 
Kim Cooper
CottonLink Graduate Assistant 
Agricultural Education &  
    Communications Dept. 
Texas Tech University 
(w)  806-742-2816 
(c)   870-715-0012 
www.cottonlink.org
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 In presenting this thesis in partial fulfillment of the requirements for a master’s 

degree at Texas Tech University or Texas Tech University Health Sciences Center, I 

agree that the Library and my major department shall make it freely available for research 

purposes.  Permission to copy this thesis for scholarly purposes may be granted by the 

Director of the Library or my major professor.  It is understood that any copying or 

publication of this thesis for financial gain shall not be allowed without my further 

written permission and that any user may be liable for copyright infringement. 
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