Extension Agent Attitudes Toward
PENpages As A Computer-Based
Information Service

Deborah L. Shaffer
Blannie E. Bowen

Three eras have had profound
ellecls upon Cooperalive Exlension
CHllman, 1986). In Dillman's com-
munity contrel era which lasted from
1914 to 1925, an Extenslon agent
was a part of the rural community
and had personal contacts with the
reskdents. In the second era thal
lasted over 50 years (1926 to 1679),
muss soclely evolved through the
rapld growth ol communities and the
influx of individuals from varous
backgrounds, During this era, Ex-

tenskon expanded lis programs to
meel the needs of new audicnces,

Mass mailings were commaon and the

Compuler technologies are changing the way that infor-
mation s disseminated (o Extension agents. Yel, few re-
scarchers have examined agents' use of on-lne iInformation
systems and databases. Thus, survey methodology was used
to determine agents' attitudes toward, use of, and
needsrelative to anon-line system, Pennsylvania’s PENpages.
More than 80 percent of the agents used FENpages with
weekly access being the norm. The major benefit of PENpages
was percelved to be quick access to current Information.
Agents who did not use PENpages worked primartly with the
EFNEP program and had not received training,

agenl becams the Interpreler of in-
formation. Finally, Extension is now
experiencing Dillman’s thirdera, Le.,
the Infermation age that began In
1880, In this em, Dillman indicates
that an agent 1s to be a “peer infor-
malien consultant™ and Extenslon,
one of many sources, thal cllents
eall upan to solve thelr problems. As
o consequence, “An [Extension] agent
without ready acceas to a full array
of Information technologies In the
1990's would seem to be as handi-
capped as an agenl withoul a car 50
years ago” [DMllman, 1986, p. 114).
From an instractional perapective,
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Diltman [(1886) believes an agent
should teach clientele to obtaln spe-
clallzed Information by accessing
databases, In addition, the agent
should interpret that information If
the database is not localized,

Ralatad Rasaarch

Some of the enrly ondine dalaboses
and Information systems avallable to
exiersion includsd ACNET [Aygriculiuml
Computing MNetwork] which became
mvailalble ai the Unbversiiy of MNebrasha
in the mdd-19708, Pundue
FACTS (Fast Agricultural Communica-
thons Terminal System), andthe Unber-
slty of Kentucky's Green Thumb. In
ackdition, the USDA began disseminad-
Ingf presss mebeses online in 15981 (Forte,
19001, Althougth murnyontine datadsses
and information systems now exist,
lmdted reseourch has been conducted on
Gacdors such as peroehed tisefilbrness,
effictency, and wuser skills and attiucdes,
Severnl sluclies thal addressed  (hese
Exctons are summarized below,

A number of factors lend o In-
fuence clients” use of online dala-
beuses. Hearty and Hohrbaugh (1985)
reported that compleleness influ-
enced clients (o use databmses, le.
the avallability of backflles, the per-
centage of online Information In a
gihven subject area, and the entry of
graphics and mathematical symbols,
Current Information such s weather
and market reporis encouraged
agents o use the Green Thumb sys-
tem (Warner & Clearfield, 1983
Dahigran (1987) found that agricul-
tural economisis wio use online bits-
Legraphic databases, as opposed o
nonuscrs, (1) see greater future im-
portance of online databases, (2) are
mare Bvorable toward fnancial sup-
porl af online dalabases, [3) find
cliations more acoessible electrond-
cally, and (4] are maore salisfiod about
the wsefulness of databases. Also,
convenlently avallable computers

and modema enhance the use of
databases (Dahlgran, 1987

From an eficlency perapeciie,
Relf et al. [1955) found that HORT,
the Extension Horticuliure Computer
Information Directory. reduced the
time that Virginla agents spent re-
searching and preparing materfals,
Om v weckly basis, the HORT syslem
saved agents 720 hours and clerical
workers more than 420 hours of
typing and proofreading (Relf et al.,
1989). The HORT system is based at
Virginla Polylechnie Instilute and
State University.

Tora atusdlbes were kentifled that
exapmined how attiludes Influence
the use of dalabases. Using an online
questionnalre, Noble and O'Conmor
(1986, p. 605) found correlations
between usera’ negative attitudes
toword lechnobogy and thoae who,
*... are susplelous of the computer
technology, fnd diMcully tn remem-
bering search commands, are irregu-
Lar computer terminal users, and are
generally In the older group™ In
ancther attitudinal study, Dimick
and Maretzki (19090) found that Penn-
ﬂj’l"ﬂ.’l nla Coaoperative Exlenslon
agents had posiiive peree plions aboul
the use of Food for Thought, a bi-
weekly kature in PENpages, anonline
database, Two-thirds of the respon-
denta felt that Food for Thougght was
very imporiant or essential, 25% that
it was somewhat Important, and 8%
nol imporiant.

From a behavioral perspective,
Hearly andd Rohrbaugh (1'5659) noted
that most end-users are not active,
eager dalabase searchers. Typlcalky,
end-users have nol been tralned In
online searching, thus, intermedbar-
kes do most of the searching. How-
ever, Walker (1 988) fouind thai even
though end-users took twice as long
as tralned Intermedlaries o search
online databases, the end-users and
Intermediarics were not significant
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different in thelr precision or recall. [n
a related study, Dowr [1958) found
that the use of Pennsybranla State
Unberslly’s remobe online Library
Information Access System [LLAS) did
e influence how oflen patrons went
to the braryor thelr attitudes towmand
the lbrary. However, Dow found in-
creased use of LIAS toverify the avall-
abllity and lecatkn of materials be-
fore patrons went to the Ubeary,

Aa noted above, few researchers
hiave examined extensionagents’ use
ofdatabases, From a technology per-
specthre, agents tend to hove posithe
atttudes toward the use of comput-
ers [Cantrell, 19832 Mitchell, 19585).
However, questions remain aboul
thelr attitudes toward, use of, and
training neods relattve to online da-
tabases and Information syslems.

The PENpages Systam

Compuler technology Is chang-
ing the way information s stored and
disseminated im Pennsylvania. In
1985, a compuler-based Informa-
ton service (PENpages) was devel-
oped by Penn State’s College of Agri-
culiural Sciences to disseminaie
news and research developments and
lo provide a relerence file of edus-
tianal matedals for Eowlly and stalf,
Two factors Influenced the estab-
lishment of PENpages. Firsl, the
slate’s General Assembly approprl-
ated Pennsyhania Cooperatbee Ex-
tenslon 1.9 million o establish a
atandard computer system, Funds
were used Lo purchase a mainframe
compuler and to Install a statewide
telecommunications nelwork. Elee-
tronic mall (PENmall) was the first
service avallable, A complement fo
electronte mall and & nadural pro-
greastion for utilizing teleoomminl-
catkons capabilites was a Mull-text
resource database, PENpages, The
second factor Influencing the cre-
atlon of FENpages was a siipulation

inthe kegiskhitbe agreement that Penmn-
syhvanians have a free public infor-

malion syslem. Thus, PENpages was
developed toserve both professionals
in the College and the general public.

PENpages has experienced
sieady growth during i1s short exist-
ence. Subject maller speclalists now
use the syslem (o transmilt a varbety
of Information o extension agents,
InJume 1990, the system confained
over 6,200 documents. Owver 100
sublect matter experts n the College
and eooperators, includ ing the Penn-
syhvania Department of Agricullure
and faculty at Futgers University,
enter Information inte PENpages.
Authors can enter new Informalion
of uplate existing deuments al any
tme. However, the transition from
printed materials to the uss of com-
puters o cbiain informailon wvia
PENpages is still an adjustment for

many agents.

Purposs and Razsarch Guesilons
Fleld-based agenta e warkisn pe-
sources o find answers o clientele
questions and o develop educational
programa, The avaliabdlity of computers
and enline sysleme such as PENpages
mens that agents now hove another
rescairre. However, noattempd hasbeen
mesche 1o assesn the usefilness of this
resonuree, Thoos, Uhls suchywias desigmed
o determine how oflen PENpages Is
used by Pennssrhmnda extensbon agenta,
A seconcary purpose was o determine
the attihuces of agenta towand thelr use
of PENpages as a source of Informa ton.

The study was gulded by the ollowing
rescarch questions:

1. Howallen 1s PENpages acoesscd
by Pennsylvania's fleld-based
extenslon agenis?

2, Are there significant relation-
ships among Lhe agenis’ use af
PENpages and thelr profeasional

position [suldect area), age, and
previous computer tralning?
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3. How do the agents use Information
chilalnesd from PFENpagess for pro-
grum development, (dstribution, o
general knowdodge and awareness®

4. What benefits do the agents percehe
that they gakn o slng FEN pages?

5, Whatdisachvantages and bmitations
do the agents peroche disoourage
thelr uaing PENpages?

6. Wit do the agents” peroetve would
encotrage Lheir use of PENpages?

Malhods and Procadures

The rescarchers developed a
malled questionnalre to coliect the
data needed to answer the above
questions, Content and fee valldity
of the guestionnalre were reviewed
by Penn State faculty and stall who
were knowledgeable of the PENpages
myslem. The study was also ap proved
by the University's Offee for the Pro-
tection of Human Subjects.

The population consisted of 453
counly exlension nals fn-
cluding 4-Hand youth, agricullural/
resfural resouroes, family eing, and
eommuniiy development agenis and
vt ten education advisars (EFNER
employed as of January 1, 1850,
Marmes and addresses were oblalned
from the sxtension administeation.
To achieve a 5% sampling error, 210
subjects were chosen using slratl-
fed random procedures [Hrejcle &
Morgan, 1970).

To evaluate the guestlonnalre
and data collecllon procedures, the

instrument was molled Lo 35 agenla
who were ramfomby sclected from
thee populaten aller the sample had
been  drawn. Based upon the re-
aponses from 20 of these ngents ond
comments from the College’s evalu-
atkon expert. the guestionnalre was
modifled. Cronbach’s alpha reliabil-
ity coelllckents were computed for
aititudinal items related (o FENpages
use, benelits and problems, and en-
couragement. All coefliclents were of
acceplable strength.

The questionnalre, & stamped,
scll-addresaed relurm envelope, and
a cover lefler were malled to the
sample on March 14, 1990, Addi-
tonal coples of these three |tems
were malled to the nonrespondents
on March 29, 1990, A stcker stating
“immediate reply requested® was
placed on the front of each envelope
o enhance the response rale which
was 90% (169 of 2 1 Dquestionnalres),
However, elght gquestionnalres wene
relumned uncompleted with notes
that the persan had retired o was on
slek leave, Thus, usable questbon-
nalres (otaled 181 (86%).

Respondents who returned the
questionnalre the fimt tao wecks

and thase wiho responded the
Lasl three weeks (late] were not sig-
niflcantly different (g > .05) on seven
virlalbdes:  PENpages lmining re-
celved, how often they access
PENpages, vears emploved by Penn-
syhvania Cooperative Extenalon, amd

Table 1: Relatlonship Between Percent of Time Respondents

Wworked with EFNEF and FEN s Unt

e il wil

J:ﬁ.m Hﬂ.’ﬂ!ﬂﬂm
Ciranap I Ty
¥es - Use Mysell ll EII I E 3 12 106.0
Tes - Someons Asslgned -1 353 11 G4 7 17 100.0
Hﬂ- Ulne 2 100 18 0.0 20 1000

19 1.8 S GLE an IO
EEI squarc=21.2. (2 dl. [sa%), pc.0], Cramers Ve, 6 ™
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the percent of HEme working in agr-
culiure/nalural resourtes, Commu-
nity development, 4-H/youth, or fam-
iy Bving. However, Uhe carly and lale
respondents were significanthy differ-
enton thres variables: thelr access of
PENpages, educational kevel, and per-
cent of Ume working with the EFWEP

(g < 05). Sinee those Indl-
viduals whe worked primadly with
the EFNEP progeam had lower levels
af education and limited access io
PENpages, the findings are perhaps
not applicable to these professtonals.

Findings

The Andings are presented ac-
cording to the aiv research questions
developed for the study.
How Often PENpages Acceascd

An equal number of respondents
(B5 or 41.25%) personally used a
comiputer to arcess PENpages or had
someone assigned the task. The re-
madider did mol use PENpages. Re-
spendents whoused PENpages tended
to access the symtem weekly MO or
63.5%). Thoss who assigned the e
sponsibility lo someone clsc used
PENpages cither weekly or monthly.
Relatlonships Among FPENpages
Uss wnd Profesaional Position

The subject matler areas in
which the respondents work were
analyzed to delect relationships re-
garding the use of PENpages, The
ime that agents spentl working in
agriculture, family lving, 4-H, and

communlty development was not
related 1o whether or noi they used
PENpages Lhemselves or asaigned
this responaiblity to someone ¢lse In
the county exension office. How-
ever, as shown in Table 1, aCramer's
Vool .65 indicates a significant rela-
tonship (p < .01) belween the time
apent working with the EFNEP pro-
gram and the use of PENpages.
Johnson (1977 conslders this rela-
tionship 1o be subsiantial, Thas, few
agents who spent more Lthan 50% of
thelr time working with the EFWNEP
program used PENpages or had
someare use It for them (12 of 30
agents). On the contrary. for agents
who spent 50% or less of thelr tUme
working with the EFNEP program,
11 uscd PENpages, slx assigned
somesne todo i, and tavo did not use
the system.

As shown in Table 2, the respon-
dents’ age was relaled fo Uhvelr use of
PENpages (Cramer’s V=28, a low re-
lattonship). Younger agenta tended
touse PENpages themsehes wherens
alder agents tended to asalfn some-
one clae this responsitlity.

A substaniial relationship was
Foumd between respondenta’ use of
PENpages and thelr level of educa-
tlon. Data presented In Tabbe 3 ahow
that mespondents who used or as-
slgned someone to use PENpages
tended Lo hold elther a bachelor’s or
a master's degree while those who
did not use PENpages tended to hold

Tl i, ki bl Wil A D and Respondents’ Age

pages Use

Use Mysell Somcone Assigned Mo Lse

Group f ) f 9% %
nder 26 Years g 7.6 5 7.8 ¥ 0.0
26-35 Years 22 333 13 20.3 3 120
36-45 Years 27 409 15 23.5 7 280
46-55 Years 9 13.6 18 28,1 & 24.0
56 and Over 3 4.6 13 20,3 8 36.0

Toinl .

Chi square=24.0 (B di, [=155], p<.01, Cramers v, o5
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a high school diploma or an
associate’s degree,

The majority of the respondents
86%) had recelved tralnlng about
ualng PENpages to obloin imforma-
ton. Data presentad in Tabke 4 show
that reapondents who tended to ac-
cess or asalgn someéone o access
PENpages had recebved tralning. A
substantial relationship (p<.01)was
Tournd between use of PENpages and
receiving tralning (Cramer's Ve, G0).

How PEHpages Information Used
The resporeients were asked to
choose from six calegories how they
used Informatlon ebialned from
The respondents indicated
thal they used the information as k-
fows uapml’:adnm.lupdm:{li‘ﬂ

porate nlo radio or television programs
(59 respondents),

Speclalists provide numerous
calegories of textual resources
through PENpages, Respondents
were asked (o rate how useful 11
resources were when provided
through PENpages. A scale of 1.00-
1.459 Indicated not us=lul, 1.50-2.45

somewhat uselul, 2.50-3.49 usehal,
aurecd 3, 54 00 very useful. In deacensd-
ingorder. the most useful ilems were:

calendam of events {m:.-nn-E 3-:Il
journal articles (means2, 18),
rescarch abstracts [mean=2. 18],
datly news updates [menn=1.94),
ruirkel reports (mewns | 86), nnd
weather dala [means].56).

Banaflis of Using PEMpagas

The respondents were asked (o
rale the benelits observed during the
past year from using PENpages as a
source for information. A scale of
1.00-1.49 indicated nol beneflclal,
1.50-2. 49 somewhat beneflctal, 2.50-
3.4%9 beneficial, and 3.50-4.00 very
beneficlal. The respondents found
having aceess to new and up-to-date
information (means3,13), being able
to obtaln information fster than
through surface mall (mean=3.06),
and the avallability of & master col-
lectbon of of Agrteultural Sel-
ences nfommation as beneflcial. Re-
aspondents also found thal using
PENpages was beneflcial because 1t
saved them Ume [mean=2.71) and
they recehved more nformation from
speclalists (mean=2.68). ltems that

Table 3: Relatlonship Between PENpages Use and Respondents’

Lewel of Education

E‘Npaﬁtu Llne
Lse Mysell i‘:‘ﬂ.‘.ﬁ

Educalional Level f % [ ]

High School Diploma 1 1.6 1 154 |E FE (1]
Associale’s Degree 0 .0 2 3l 3 125
Bachelor's Degres 27 422 a5 385 1 4.7
Masler's Degree 36 562 27 41.5 2 B.3
Droctoral Degres 1] 0.0 1 1.5 0 0.0
Tolal 5 L Y [i54] To0.0 7o 000

Chi square=77.4 [B I, [=153], p<.01, Cramer's Vo550
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weere mled by respondents as same-
what bencflcial incheded recetving
information from external sources
[mean=2_44), publie cllentele aoeeas
[mean=2.37), and media access
[mean=2.19).

Disadvanisges and Limiatlons Thal
Discourage PEMpages Use
Respondents were asked to Indl-
cale what discouraged thelr wae of
PENpages, Answers were evaluated
uslng the ascale: 1.00-1.49
stronghy disagres, 1.50-2.49 disagnes,
2.50-3.49 agree, and 3.50-4.00
strongly agree. Respondents agreed
[mean=%,2)] that finding time to ac-
cess PENpages mosi discouraged
thelr usc of the system. In decreas-
Ing order of Imporiance, other fac-
tors that Hmited thelr use of the
system Included nat having a com-
puter conneclted to PENpages
[mcan=Z,91), the varfety of informa-
tlen avallable in PENpagea
[mean=2.6], the amount of informa-
tion avallable (mean=2 56}, and the
avallabibity of training (mean=2.5).
The mespomlents did ned belleve the

PENpages system was difficult to
ise (mean=1.52].

Hema That Encouraga tha Usa of
PEHpagos

Using a scale of 1ssirongly en-
courage, Z=encourage, and J=makes
na dilference, the reapondents were
asked what would encourage thelr
wse of the system, The respondents

indicaled that having a eompuler an
thelr desks would most encourage
them o use PENpages (means=1, 74),
Pennsyhrania extenslon offices typl-
cally have one or fwo computers
connected to PENpages which means
that meat ta musl now leave
thelr desks fo use the syslem. In
descending order, other ilems that
would encourage thelr use af
FENpages Included new Information
and items in the areas of 4-H and
youlh development (means=1.93),
family living and EFNEP
[mean=2.00), agriculiure and nalu-
ral resources [(2.10). adminisiration
news (means2.21), and community
development (means=2.22], Having
training on how to acocas and use
PENpages would least encournge the
respondents Lo use the system
[miean=2.28),

Dizcussion and implications
PENpages was deslgned as an
online Information delivery methed
for apeclalists o disseminate agri-
cultural mews and research develop-
ments primarly o Geld-based ex-
tenslon stafl. The extent to which the
agents use the system i one Indica-
tor of how well the aystem has been
adopled. The fndings reveal that
equal numbers of agents access
PEN pages or have someone assigned
the task. Fourteen reapondents
clreled both responses because they
mooess PENpages and also hoave some-
ane asslpned the task, thus, 146

Tables 4: Relatlonship Boetweon PENpages Use and Whether or Not
Respondeonta’ Recelved

ﬁm‘mmm hﬂmm m
P i L5

55“"?&'? K] E- li 1 m

Someone Assigned 45 652 20 308 65 100.0
Mo Use 2 7.1 26 029 28 100.0
Total 105 6o.0 = .
Chi square=b7.6 (2 dI, (=153), pc,0l, Cramers Ve, G0
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agents [B1%) use FPENpages. The
majority whe did notl use PENpages
had not recetved training.

The majority of reapondents who
use PENpages access the sysiem
weckly, Agents who have somecne
nccess the system for them tended o
use the system weekly or monthiy.
New Information la entered Into
PENpages dally. A listing of new and
updated entries 15 malled lo fbeld-
based stafl vin electronde mall once
per week.

No relationships were observed
between respondents” use of
PENpages and thelr subject maller
arcas excepd for Indbdduals who
worked primarlly with the EFWNEP
program. These agents between the
ages of 26-45 tended Lo use PENpages
themselves and older respondenits
tended to have someone assigned
the lask or did not use the sysiem.
Additionally, those whe did not use
the syslem tended fo have lower
levels of education.

The second focus of this study
was agenls’ attitudes toward the
use of PENpages as a source for
infermation. Having access to new
and current information and be-
ing able to get Information fster
than through surface mall were
perceived as benefllelal by a major-
ity of the agents, Alert notllces)
bulletlns, newslellers, news ar-
ticles, and resource catalogs were
most useful when dellvered wia
FPEMpages. Information obiained
from PENpages was most often
used by the agents as professional
updates, to answer clieniele ques-
tlons. and In newslellers.

The agents  Indicated that ol
thoaigh FENpayics was casy 1o use,
they would like to see more Informa-
tion on a larger variety of toplcs. The
number ane Hmiting fctor that dis-
couraged use was Lme o aceess the
aysbem. Reapondents Indicated that

having a computer on lhelr desk
connected to PENpages would en-

courage thern (o use Lhe system.

Recommendalions
Five recommends thons were nde
based on the findings of the study,

1. EFNEP project managers should
target FENpages “how to” work-
shops to address training needs
ol EFME P advisors because Lealn-
ing or marketing sesslons hoave
not been offered to this audi-
ence. Penn Siale’s Depariment
of Food Sclence enters a semil-
weekly news column for consum-
era that may be a valuable re-
source for EFNEP Advisors,

2. Subject matter speclalists should
be Informed that the number ane
use of information obiained from
PENpages by stalll is for personal
use as profesalonal updates.

3. The benefits of using PENpages
as a source for Informatlen
should be promoted among
fleld-based agenis by unlver-
sty faculty and adminlstrators,

4. Efforts ahould focus on
barrlers thal lmit the use of
PENpages, Ideally Beld-Insed agents
should hiove a computer on Ueelr
desks connected to PENpages.

5. Subject matter apecialists should
be informed thal new information
in all subject areas would en-
courage thelr use of PENpages as
a source for Information.

Questions for Further Study

1. What are sublect malter spe-
clalists’ attitudea toward en-
tering Information Intlo
PENpages for dissemination to
agents and publlc cllentele?

2. How can decuments in PENpages
that agenis are using better match
the resources that they indicated
1o be useful?
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