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introduction

In 1958, problems associaled
with waaler quallty became a Pres!-
dential Initiative. Mare recenthy, wa-
ter quality hos been ranked as the
number one priority for agriculiure
s dentified by TheJolnt Councll an
Food and Agricultural Sclences for
research, exlension, and higher edu-
catton for flscal year 1952 [USDA,
1901). Also the Nalonal Extension
Commities for iscal year 1993 kden-
tiiled water quality as the firal prior-
ity. Clearly. waler quality has be-
coumne w national priority for research
and extenston. Also evident In litera-
ture reviews s farmers’ lack of input
into any waler quality discusslons,

Since water quality has become a national priority for
research and exiension, bitle has been known
farmers’ use of information sources. The focus of this study
was to get farmers to Indicate thelr communication needs
regarding this topie through the focus group technlgue.

The findings indicate that education dealing with water
quality should be delivered to farmers with their active
involvement. Farmers prefer to read about activities prior to
attending meetings and events. Effective communication
strategies need to be developed to bring farmers around to an
emvironmental perspective. Farmers trust Soll Conservation
Service, adult educators and other farmers regarding waler
quality while they question the motives of fertilizer dealers.

While litthe is known aboul farmers”
perceplions of waler quality as an
Issue, possibly even kess 1s known
about farmera’ use of information
BOUTCES this agriculiural
problem. What sources of Informa-
tton do farmers use? Who do farm-
ers tumm to il they need information
aboul water quallly? What siraie-
gles, methods and approaches
should be used to help farmers deal
with this problem?

In an era of heijghtenesd environ-
mental awareness, local govern-
ments and the public have become
acthely imvobred In sciling policy
(Med) & Abdalla, 1930}, The public’s
desire for safe food, water, and a

Thomas Brucalag, an ACE member, [3 aaststant profoasor in the Department of
Agricaulturml wnd Extenston Eduweation at The Pennsyhaunta Stute Unbversity, Unhver-

alty Park, PA, 16802,

Journal of Applicd Communications, Yol. T8, Ko, 3, 1092/43




healthy environment indicated that
charging labilty for contamination
will betome mars prevadent (Centner,
1990; Feltshanas, 1590). Since these
lagues nre becoming mare prevalent,
it is Increasinghy imporiant that G-
era recehve timely information tooom-
ket envvironmen tad problems, Acoord-
ing to Contant [(1990], Information
reganding groundwaler contaming-
ton from agricultural sources must
be disseminated through different
channels. Napler and Camboni
(1928) contended that the motha-
tlon to help farmera adapt lo mew
technobogles and practices will in-
wobe (he wee of combined Informa-
tlon diffusten systems. These sys-
tems will ulllize such medoms s
farm magarines, local newapaper
articles and governmen! agencles
worklng In concerl to provide the
needed information. This informa-
tlon provided to fanmers will be critl-
cal because I s Intended o provide
a basis for farmers to permanently
change or alier some of thelr practioss.

Exdsting literature indicated that
medification and alteration of exist-
Ing farming practices do nol come
eaally (Lionberger & Gwin, 1082)
Change agents will hove o difficult
time molhvating Eurmers who are sym-
pathetlc to environmental ssues
because these same [armers are re-
luctant te adopl any new [arming
technolagy. These Bndings by Napler,
Cambornd and Thraen [(18986) sug-
gested that informational programs
will be inconsequential in rmers®
declslons aboul adopling new con-
servalion prasctioss,

Some researchers have started
o Kentify the methods and sirate-
gles farmers find useful when con-
feonted with environmental prob-
lems. In Pennsylvania, (armers tndi-
cated on<farm consuliations and
demonstration tours were useful
sources of Information regarding

environmental fassues (Rollins.
Bruening, & Radhakrishna, 1992).
Okl [14948e5]) found that the three top-
ranked sources for environmental
related Information were (1) exten-
sion education assistants, (2] exten-
alon publications, and (3) fMends
and nelghbors, Contant {1 554) found
that farmers belleved extension
agenia were a rellable source of in-
formation, but Garmers still rely on
thetrown experiences more than any
other scurce ol information.
(1985 kdentified ekl demonstrations
and local meetings as the farmers’
preferred sources of Information.
Richardson (15888] lound re-
apected farmers as a top source of
rellable informalion, amwd producers
preferred the traditional information
delivery metheds, including news-
letlers, meelings, [unm visits, tele-
phone calls, and on-furm tests. When
asked loproject theirdelbvery method
preferences five years In the future,
farmers showed no significant differ-
ences from current Informational
sources. Hramie (1987), In deter-
mining the Influence of iInformatkon
sources on dectsion making by farm-
cra, found that farmers rely on TV
and mdie s primary sourcea of
market informatlon. Agricultural
Stabilization and Conservation Ser-
vice [ASCS] programs and extension
programa were slill percebved as the
moad important and aceurate mesns
of disseminating information.
Research reviewsd to this polnt
doea nod provide for open-ended in-
pul from the armers surveyed, The
use of open discussion with particl-
pants often ellcils a more accurate
and complele understanding of their
position on an ssue (Kroeger, 1988;
Morgan, 1988). According o Gubsa
and Lincoln (1889 (reedom from Ue
contamination of bias or valuea
comes from Intersubjective agree-
meent or the utilization of methodal-

Journal of Applied Communlcations, Vol. T8, No. 2, 1093 ,/44



ogy that rendera the study Impervi-
ous o0 human bias or distortion.
Focus groups are an atlempl (o se-
cure Information which attempts to
secure Intersubjective agreement
based on the opinlons of the clien-
tele. Krueger [1984) noted that his-
torically we tend to develop educa-

tHonal programs based on past expe-
rhence, theory, and tradition, and

these methods can waste time and
resources. The use of focus groups
allowes belter plamnnlng and puribedpa-
tion In educsational progrmams, Whils
generalizibility is nol a purposs of an
ethnographic study, it is used to de-
seribe a particular soclolegical phe-
nomenasn found In the seliing.

Purpose of the Study

The prrpose of this sludy was to
tdentify sources ol information which
farmers rely on for dealing with wa-
ter quality problems. The study had
the following objectives:

1. ldentlfy human, ergantzational,
and wrillen sovrees of informa-
tion farmers used to sohee waler
quality problems,

2, ldentlfy Information methods
which will eliclt farmer partiel-
pation in water guality educa-
tional activities,

Mathodology

Seven quealions, adapled from
Bruening (1988) and Contant (1990),
were designed o evoke responses
from frmers regarding sources of
information for solving environmen-
tal problems, Thevalldity of the ques-
thons was established by a review of
four fculty in the Depariment of
Agriculiural and Extenslon Educa-
ton al Penn Slate University. A pllotl
siudy, consisting of graduale siu-
dents, provided face walldity.
Synchronle reliabilily wos catab-
lished in this siudy. This type of
rellability rarely Invelves identical

cheervalions, bul rather obaervations
that are consistent with respect 1o
the particular features of inlereal Lo
the ohaerver (Hirk & Miller, 198:8),

The forua groups were conducted
according o guldelines establshed
by Krueger (1988). One moderator
comducted three forus group Inler-
views using identical questions. Each
focus group ranged from nine 1o
twelve iIndhviduals, Atotal of 31 farm-
ers participated In the three focus
group discusslons, Partlclpantawere
selected by agricultural educators
and extension profesalonals from the
geographical locations where the fio-
cus groups wene conducted. Each
focus group Interview was Umiled to
S minutes,

Findings of the Study

Each forus group diseussion was
recorded on a casselie recorder and
later transcribed. A post obscrvation
analyals was performed by the re-
search team conslsting of o modern-
tor and an asststant moderator. The
team ientifed congruent statements
and highlighted contmsting com-
ments which were organieed Into
categortes by question using the
“bina® approach suggested by Mikes
and Huberman [1954).

Sources of Information

Farmers' responses regarding
scurcesof iInfermation relatoed to thres
primary categories: public or private
education agencies and Indbviduals,
Farmera Indicated they would use
several governmental sources of in-
formation. Cooperathve extension was
a frequent public service agency
mentioned by each group. Others
included agriculiural education
teachers ol young and adull limers,
Soll Conservalion Service (SCS), and
Agricultural Stabilization and Con-
aervalion Service (ASCS) personnel.
Depariment of Environmenial He-
souirees [DER) wis pereebved by some
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o be o threat, while others used thia
agency when they really wanted a
problem solved rght avay. Private
sources of Information such as muga-
znes and consulling firma were a
matfor source of iInformation used by
lfarmers o sobve a particular water
quality problem. Only a few armers
did not percebve water quality tobe a
problem they must deal with in thelr
farming operation. Individuals in
each group noted they would rely on
their own experiences o try o sobve
envirocmumental problems, Represen-
tative comments included:

“I'would go to the extenslon agenis
or to our agriculiure education
teacher or 1 would look at it
mysell.”

“Either contact county extension o
find out what [ should do or find
oul from Penn State whad | shouwlkd
ela tochange or soboe the problem.”

*I would do the same thing. DER
would be my last resont.”

“We hod an inslance one morming.
The well water was dirty. We
called DER right away and they
came out within an howur and
tested IL. It Jooked ke manure.
A atream had broken In with
miuddy water, That's what [ would
call DER for,”

“All 1 use water for on my farm Is

irrigation and washing vegelahles
s0 lhis problem really deean’t

apply lo me.”

Private consultlng Grms and fer-
tilizerdealers were the mast frequently
mentioned sources for fertilizer man-
agement Information. Penn Stale
University faculty and the local ex-
tenalon service personncl were also
identifled as sources of Information
by [nrmers. While & number of the
Farmers used fertilizer dealers for In-
formation, many did nol trust thelr
recommendations because they per-
cebved the companies tohave o vested
Interesl. Typleal responses included:

"I am with an agriculture serviee.
They sell fertilizer and stul ke
that. He allowsa 50 many peroent
for manure,”

“Welgh your apreader loads and
spread sccordingly. Figure it
out yoursell.”

“We use the nuirient management
offleer.”

“I take o soll test and then use
extension as a second source,”
“Keepyour records over severl yearms

and teat.”

1 wouldn™t trusl the ferilizer com-

panies. They're just trying to make
a sale.”

*The feriilizer companies are mod
consldering your manure,”
Wrillen sources of Information
wene ciled frequently by farmers In
all three focus groups, Trade maga-
zZnes and many other popular farm-
ing magarines were used as a pri-
mary sounce of Information about
water quallty concerns. Extenskon
and young farmer meclings were
Mentifted as a second source of In-
formation. Nelghbors or “word of
mezuth” was alsoa source of informa-
Uon for each of the groups, Com-
ments provided included:
“Magazines,.. Form Jounzl Ponn-
sylvania Former, Farm Shouw,
Larvaster Farmer.”
“Talking toether people and talking
to your nelghbors.®
“Altend as many meetings as pos-
sible lo slay abreast of current
technology, also magarines that
comne In the mail.®
“l attend meetings that the Horticwl-
tural Soclety puts on.”
“Mectings from the adull Gormer pro-
grams held during the winter,
Thats the moat useful source of
information in this area bechuss
its based in this aren.”
Focus group partlcipants de-
pended moat on thelr own common
sense ardd experiences o determine
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whether Information could be
trusted. Farmers use universily
provided Information as a rellable
source bo compare other informa-
ton. Liternture such as magazines
was clled as rellable sources of
infermation il they were not pro-
moling a product. Information s
not taken at face value by moat
farmers. The farmers participating
in these focus groups wanted the
information to be conflirmed by sev-
eral sources, Comments Ineluded:

*Common sense tells you I It
deean't sound right you ahould
check with semeone else or
check with your nelghbors.”

“Walch the nelghbor,”

“I trust other farmers more than |
trust saleamen.”

You gol fo conskder the source
you gel it from and just be-
cause they say it Is so dom
mecar I 15 50, You gol to look at
it yoursclf.”

"Moat Information should be backed
up by unbversity or teat plots.”

Media in the form of farm as-

soclalion newslelters and maga-
zines arc the predominate sources
farmers used to gain knowledge
aboul environmenial Issues. This
finding corroborates previous
studles reporied by Lionberger &
Gwin (1982), which Indicate that
farmers are Introduced to toples
threugh the media before they
learmn about it at & meeting. How-
ever, these farmers appeared Lo be
blased agalnst radio and TV as
sources of Informatlon. These
farmers generally fell that these
sources of Information sometimes
distort the message. Some farm-
era Indicated thai they learnmed
aboul some environmental ssues
through demonstrattons they at-
tended. Educational meelings were
mentioned to a lesser extent, Re-
sponses Included:

"Farmers assoclation newsletler
every week.”

“Demonstrations are good. I like lo
see It practiced, but before [ will
oiftend I like to rend about it Brst.”

“Yeah. IfT read about It in a magazine
or something first, then | am mone
likely to attend.”

“Magazines, but you should con-
alder the source. Wall Street
Journal, Washington Post, and
trade newapapers.”

*Fadio and TV blow things out of

propartion.

“Mewspapera and 20-20 TV 1a beat-
Ing us ever Lthe head with 10"

“Agricutiural Progress Deeygs. "

Factors Which Eileit Farmer Par-
ticipation in Educational Activities

Farmecrs Indicated that they par-
ticipate In educational meetings
based on a direct need and some type
of a molivator. Mothators invobed
such things a= a meal, money, the
opperiunity to acthvely parlicipate,
transporfation to and from the meet-
ings, and convenlent scheduling.

Hesponses included:

You must be aware you have a
problem before wu will be Inter-
esled in o

“If 1L pertains to my e or I 1T will
improve my siluation,”

“Tell uswe get a chanee to speak up.”

The Mndings noled above illus-
trate that farmers douse avariety of

Information sources o salve waler

quality related problems. The most
rellable agencles for some sources
of information in this study were
lotal extenslon olllce personnel and
adult farmer programs. Participantis
also reporied that they used maga-
zines and newsletters as a source of
Information. Newspapers and tele-
vision were reporied to be sources
of information aboul waler qualily
problems, bul not considered reli-
able sources. The most used and
trusted =sources of Information

Jouoraal of Applled Commcunleations, Val. T8, No. 2, 19093247




were farmers’ Indbvidual experl-
ences and nelghbors,

Farmers musi have a spocillc
need for information before they par-
ticipate In an educaltional mciteity.
The rmers in this study reported
that they like to see the agenda for an
upcoming activily in & newspaper or
magnsine before o ;

Implicationa

Education regarding waler qual-
ity should be deltverad to clientele
groups with their active Involverment.
Aa formers try to sobwe thelr ovm
waler gquality problems, extension
educators need o Incorporate self-
sufMectency into delivery syslems,
Farmers continue (o trust thelr ovm
and resent oulalde regulatory agen-
cles [DER & EPA). However, Burmers
should be taught how to use and
access Lhe information provided by
regulatory agencics. While Barmers
heavily rely on fertilizer dealers, they
also appear o question the mothes
and the adhvice ghven regarding appll-
cathon rates and product use. Since
[armers do secm o tust 555, exten-
slon and adult educators, programs
should be developed which wae all of
these groups.

Deltvery strategies should inclhude
advertisements to local popular news-
pEpers, such as Loncoster Farmer, so
that farmers can regd aboul the ncthe-
ity before attending. Environmenial
educational acthites must pertaln to
ocal problems and the farmers who
haove conirol over management acthd-
Ues on Lhese [arms, However, alnce
many farmers who moy become n-
tereated In water quabity Improve-
ment in the future are also identified
Eoclay as major contribulors to waler
pollution, effecthe communbeation
stralegies will reed to be developed (o
bring the farmers “around” to an en-
virommental According
to Knseger [1988]) only developing in-

teresl 3 nol encugh to get clienta
Irvolved In programs. Therefore, It
willbe critically imporiant toget Bam-
ers acthvely participating In environ-
meenlal programs,

In Artsona. lams and Maron
(1951) found that indbviduals were
interesied In kaming aboul water
quality through alternathve delbvery
mecthods such as video tapes. In this
study. It appeared that indbeiduals
did not find TV or video tape waefial as
major Information factors. However,
mswe develop water quality programs
we must be cognizant of the methods
farmers will use. Factors which en-
gage Irmers o learn aboul water
pollution and waler quality miust be
Incorporated into plans to delheer these
messages, The water quality lssus
requlres communication Bueulty and
apecialiats to examine which feelors
will enhance farmer participation in
acthithes and the informational meth-
oda farmers prefer.,
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