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ABSTRACT 

 
 This study evaluates the status of professional development within the agricultural 

media industry as perceived by the active members of Livestock Publications Council, 

American Agricultural Editors’ Association, and American Business Media’s 

AgriCouncil. Through descriptive and correlational research, professional development 

attendance characteristics, professional development attitudes, and relationships between 

professional development attendance and skill confidence of members of the three 

organizations who sponsor the Agricultural Media Summit were examined. Respondents 

overwhelmingly favored professional development and were overall satisfied with their 

professional development opportunities. Respondents indicated schedule conflicts, 

location, and the expense of attendance as the main reasons for being unable to attend 

professional development events. Significant relationships were identified between LPC 

members’ conference attendance and their skill confidence in graphic design, and 

between LPC members’ participation in professional development at work and their skill 

confidence in photo editing. Agricultural media practitioners should be aware of the 

professional development status that exists among its professionals when organizing 

future conferences and meetings. Researchers should further explore relationships 

between professional organization membership and professional development attitudes, 

agricultural media company size and skill competencies, and how individuals are funded 

for professional development conferences and their attendance to those conferences. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Background and Settings 

Agricultural communications has evolved dramatically since the first farm 

publications of the 19th century. During that time, editors and writers primarily developed 

most of the experience and skills needed to do the job and, in turn, passed their 

knowledge down to newcomers (Boone, Meisenbach, & Tucker, 2000). Sharing 

professional information with successors in the profession is vital to its future success. 

An important lesson was learned in the late 1800s when many farm publications died out 

because agricultural communications knowledge and expertise failed to be distributed to 

successors who could have kept their publications alive (Boone et al., 2000). Such 

examples exemplify the increasing importance of professional development in 

agricultural communications organizational settings so knowledge and skills within the 

profession are continually shared and passed onto others. 

Since the birth of agricultural communications, advancements in agriculture and 

technology have generated a crucial need for communicating agriculture to create an 

agriculturally literate public (Roth,Vogt, & Weinheimer, 2002). Agricultural media and 

academic faculty have a close relationship within the agricultural communications 

profession (Tucker, Whaley, & Cano, 2003) and carry the responsibility of creating 

agricultural literacy among the public while communicating to farmers and ranchers 

(Roth et al., 2002). In an effort to protect the interests of the profession and to develop 

and improve professionally, many agricultural communicators join professional 



 

2 

organizations. These organizations also allow individuals to become connected to the 

profession on a broader spectrum through a network of colleagues.  

Organizations, which have the most powerful influence on professional 

development (Guskey, 2000), work to support those engaged in a particular professional 

endeavor and often provide members with a full range of professional improvement 

opportunities. There are approximately 10 different agricultural communications 

organizations (see Appendix K) that provide career development and support for the 

profession, and offer opportunities that allow members to fine tune their skills and 

maintain current knowledge of agricultural communications issues and tools. In addition, 

some professional organizations have student chapters and memberships that foster 

professional/student mentoring situations to create a network that could lead to future 

employment (Boone et al., 2000). 

The Agricultural Media Summit (AMS) brings together professionals in 

agricultural media to aid in developing their skills in their profession. AMS is the largest 

gathering of agricultural media professionals in the United States (Jenks, 2003), 

consisting mostly of crop and livestock publications, and is a combined meeting of three 

sponsoring organizations: Livestock Publications Council (LPC), American Agricultural 

Editors’ Association (AAEA) and the AgriCouncil of the Association of Business Media 

Companies. The three organizations have hosted AMS annually in different locations 

around the United States since 1999. Sessions are held at each annual AMS conference 

with the goal of providing professional development and networking opportunities to 

those involved in the agricultural media by addressing many different skills and issues 

that affect the profession (Agricultural Media Summit, 2005). Workshops and seminars 
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provide professional improvement in disciplines such as writing, photography, and 

design, while allowing attendees to share ideas with their colleagues in agricultural media 

(Newham, Davis, & Roybal, 2005). 

The topics presented in workshops at AMS each year are determined by an AMS 

program committee. The committee is made up of eight to 10 individuals who are 

members of LPC, AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil who represent a variety of agricultural 

communications job positions. The committee considers feedback provided by attendees 

of past conferences who completed conference wrap-up surveys, as well as ideas 

submitted to the committee throughout the year from LPC, AAEA, and ABM 

AgriCouncil members. Research is also conducted by the committee each year prior to 

AMS to determine which issues and trends are most popular (Johnson, personal 

communication, September 20, 2006).  

 As the agricultural information channels that serve farmers, ranchers, and the 

public continue to experience an era of rapid change and advancement, professional 

development needs also change among such organizations to meet the increasing 

demands of relaying information (Roth et al., 2002). Organizations built on knowledge 

development and education need programs in place to continually develop the intellectual 

capital of its members (Van Buren, 2001).  

 
Need for Study 

 
As technological advances continue to change the face of the agricultural media 

industry, a stronger need for qualified and skilled personnel arises. Growing interest in 

the evaluation of professional development needs stems from increased pressure for 
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accountability (Guskey, 2000).  The need for a study that identifies the professional 

development status of agricultural media professionals exists so future AMS conferences 

and professional development events in agricultural communications are aware of what 

areas require attention. Maintaining current knowledge of issues and advancements that 

affect the media is important to the future of the profession and the quality of agricultural 

media outlets, while boosting its credibility and reputation. By bringing the professional 

development status of members in LPC, AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil to light, further 

development and improvements can take place to create a profession with well-rounded, 

educated, and skilled individuals. 

 
Problem Statement 

 
 In order to identify the status of professional development among agricultural 

communicators, this study examined the skill confidence, attendence to professional 

development conferences and workshops, and attitudes towards professional 

development of the dues-paying members of Agricultural Media Summit sponsoring 

organizations: LPC, AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil. This study completes a professional 

development evaluation of professionals in agricultural communications by exploring the 

relationship between professional development attendance and membership in 

professional organizations. Through a professional development evaluation of LPC, 

AAEA, and ABM Agri Council members who have joined these organizations, the status 

of existing professional knowledge of new tools, skills, and attitudes towards professional 

development were identified. Other variables explored were the organization to which the 

professional is a member, the number of professional agricultural media organizations the 
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professional is a member, how long the professional has been involved in the agricultural 

media or agricultural communications profession, professional’s attendance record to 

AMS conferences, professional’s participation in professional development in the 

workplace, and the professional’s job title (magazine editor, president, freelancer, 

communications director, etc.). 

 
Purpose and Objectives 

The purpose of this study was to evaluate the perceived status of professional 

development among agricultural communications professionals. The following objectives 

were developed for this study: 

1. Identify demographic characteristics of agricultural communications professionals 

who are members of AMS-sponsoring organizations. 

2. Identify the relationship between professional development conference attendance 

of members of LPC, AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil and their skill confidence.  

3. Identify the relationship between professional development participation in the 

workplace and skill confidence among members of LPC, AAEA, and ABM 

AgriCouncil. 

4. Identify the attitudes of LPC, AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil members towards 

professional development in general and professional development opportunities 

at AMS. 
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Definition of Terms 

The following terms are used in this study: 

1. Agricultural literacy – the understanding and knowledge necessary to synthesize, 
analyze, and communicate basic information about agriculture (Campbell, 1997).  

 
2. Agricultural media – print media, broadcast media, information services, and 

Internet sites focused on agricultural entities (Boone et al., 2000). 
 

3. Agricultural Media Summit (AMS) – the largest gathering of crop and livestock 
publications professionals in the U.S. hosted by three organizations: Livestock 
Publications Council (LPC), the American Agricultural Editors’ Association 
(AAEA), and the AMB AgriCouncil to provide networking, professional 
development and educational opportunities while promoting the viability of 
agricultural media as an effective and efficient communications medium through 
seminars and tradeshows (Agricultural Media Summit, 2005). 

 
4. American Agricultural Editors’ Association (AAEA) – a service organization that 

provides opportunities for professional improvement and networking to 
agricultural editors, writers, and photojournalists by giving industry leaders the 
tools to hone their skills (American Agricultural Editors Association, 2005). 
 

5. AAEA active membership – membership limited to persons in editorial staff 
positions, or freelancers who receive payment for editorial copy and/or photos for 
general or specialized farm publications published in the United States, Mexico, 
or Canada that have paid circulation or accept advertising on a paid basis. Active 
membership dues are $165 per year (American Agricultural Editors Association, 
2005). 
 

6. American Business Media (ABM) AgriCouncil – one of four ABM councils 
designed to advance the state of the industry on a wide range of relevant issues. 
The ABM is an association for business-to-business information providers, 
including producers of print publications, Web sites, trade shows, and other 
media. The mission of ABM AgriCouncil is to enhance the business growth, 
knowledge, and best practices of the leading agricultural media companies 
(Agricultural Business Media, 2005). 
 

7. Conference – a meeting for discussion or consultation, and to exchange views and 
ideas (Webster’s II New College Dictionary, 2001). 
 

8. Livestock Publications Council (LPC) – a non-profit organization designed to 
serve the livestock publishing industry with a goal to provide a forum through 
which members can obtain information on how to improve their overall 
effectiveness and value to both readers and advertisers. LPC functions as an 
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information exchange by allowing publication personnel and other members to 
discuss common problems with peers and arrive at workable solutions that benefit 
both (Livestock Publications Council, 2005). 
 

9. LPC publication membership – publication membership is open to all publications 
that devote at least 50% of their average contents to the livestock industry and 
publish at least four issues a year. Membership dues are $175 (Livestock 
Publications Council, 2005). 
 

10. Professional development – an intentional, ongoing, and systemic process of 
activities designed to enhance professional knowledge, and develop skills and 
attitudes essential to one’s occupation (Guskey, 2000). 
 

11. Professional evaluation – the systematic determination of the quality or value of 
something (Davidson, 2005). 
 

12. Professional organization – an organization, usually non-profit, that exists to 
further a particular profession to protect both the public interest and the interests 
of professionals. Organizations that provide leadership development, professional 
development, continuing education opportunities, networking among 
professionals and camaraderie (Boone et al., 2000). 
 

13. Seminars – meetings for an exchange of ideas in a particular area (Webster’s II 
New College Dictionary, 2001). 
 

14. Sessions – a group of persons gathered for a common purpose or with a common 
interest (Webster’s II New College Dictionary, 2001). Lecturing segments of a 
conference devoted to providing information on a specific issue or topic within a 
specialized area. 
 

15. Workshop – a group of people who meet regularly to for a seminar in a 
specialized field (Webster’s II New College Dictionary, 2001). A hands-on 
meeting of a group of people in a specialized area where participants learn and try 
new techniques and skills. 

 

Limitations of the Study 

1. This study is limited to generalization to agricultural media professionals, and 

more specifically, editors. 
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2. This study is limited to only the attitudes of active members of Livestock 

Publications Council, American Agricultural Editors’ Association, and the 

American Business Media AgriCouncil. 

3. This study is limited to members of AMS-sponsoring organizations who held 

membership during 2005 and 2006. 

 

Basic Assumptions 

1. Members of the sponsoring AMS organizations are involved in an agricultural 

media outlet. 

2. All participants of this study can read and understand written English.  

3. All participants of this study will answer honestly and thoughtfully about their 

professional development attitudes and attendance, and confidence in their skills. 

4. Attitude rating scales were considered as continuous interval scores for 

correlational purposes. 

 

Significance of the Problem 

 The importance of professional development within the agricultural 

communications profession can be reflected by the ever-changing technologies that shape 

the way the profession is carried out. New technologies adopted as industry standards 

continue to provide a need for new skills in photography, photo editing, Web design, 

page layout, and writing. Keeping in tune with the advancements that affect the way 

agricultural information is disseminated to the public can also impact how well industry 

professionals provide agricultural information to their audience.   
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Findings from this study will allow the Agricultural Media Summit to develop 

professional improvement seminars and workshops according to the existing attitudes, 

attendance, and skill confidence among its sponsoring organizational members. The 

evaluation of the skill confidence, professional development attendance, and attitudes of 

the sampled population can be generalized with caution to other members of the 

agricultural media community. Learning the current status of agricultural 

communications organizational membership participation in professional development 

and how it is related to professionals’ skill confidence may potentially lead to changes in 

the way professional organizations or agricultural communications companies provide 

professional development for their members and employees. In turn, this evaluation will 

provide agricultural communications organizations with an adequate understanding of 

current skill confidence, professional development attendance, and attitudes of their 

sampled members, which can be generalized to their current members.  
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 CHAPTER II 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
 A review of literature was conducted to generate a more complete understanding 

of professional development evaluation in agriculture and science-related fields and its 

purpose among the agricultural communications profession. Being knowledgeable of 

professional development evaluation, professional organization membership and 

participation, the different types of professional development, skill confidence, meeting 

attendance, and job satisfaction in journalism and communications jobs is essential to 

comprehension of this study. 

 
Overview 

 The purpose of this study was to evaluate the professional development status of 

members of the three AMS-sponsoring organizations, determine if there is a relationship 

between members’ skill confidence and their attendance to professional development 

conferences and professional development activities at their workplace, and identify their 

attitudes towards professional development opportunities in agricultural communications. 

While prior studies have been conducted on the professional development evaluation of 

educators, extension personnel, business personnel, and medical personnel, little research 

has focused on the professional development evaluation of agricultural communicators. 

Literature in both agricultural and non-agricultural science fields, and in journalism and 

communication professions were reviewed to gain a better understanding of the 

professional development and training evaluations previously conducted in order to 
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accurately contribute to the agricultural communications professional development 

literature.  

 
Conceptual Framework 

The theories that shape this study included adult learning and organizational 

behavior and participation.  

Adult Learning 

Understanding how and why professional adults learn and seek out new 

information to advance their professional careers can be accomplished by exploring the 

theoretical concept of adult learning.  

Knowles (2005) proposed guidelines for adult education called andragogy. Within 

his guidelines were six assumptions for adult learning and the andragogical model: (a) the 

need to know, (b) the learner’s self-concept, (c) the role of the learner’s experiences, (d) 

readiness to learn, (e) orientation to learning, and (f) motivation. The first assumption 

states that adults need to know why they need to learn something before they participate 

in learning. The second assumption suggests that adults have a self-concept of being 

responsible for their own decisions for their own lives. Assumption three states that 

adults come into an educational activity with both a greater volume and a different 

quality of experience from that of youth. The fourth assumption of readiness to learn 

states that adults become ready to learn things they need to know in order to cope 

effectively with their real-life situations. The fifth assumption implies that adults are life-

centered in their orientation to learn, or are likewise task-centered or problem-centered. 

The final assumption states that adults are responsive to some external motivators, such 
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as better jobs, promotions, higher salaries, etc., but the most potent motivators are 

internal pressures, or the desire for increased job satisfaction, self-esteem, quality of life, 

etc. Educators should be aware of these assumptions and distinguish which assumptions 

are realistic in their given learning environment (Knowles, 2005).  

In terms of why adults seek learning opportunities, Knowles (2005) discusses the 

idea that “individuals want to have more control over their learning based on their 

personal goals and learning will increase as a result” (p. 173). Furthermore, human 

resource directors often focus on performance outcomes; therefore, the significance of 

self-directed learning is viewed as secondary by most professionals. The control of one’s 

own learning resides with the learner itself, and the learner responds to their own learning 

needs based on their personal goals. This idea assumes that the learner (a) is fully aware 

of his or her needs, (b) can accurately assess the specific learning required, (c) is 

motivated enough to engage in any learning required, and (d) is motivated enough to 

engage in any learning needed (Knowles, 2005). 

Other literature shows the more education and experience a person has, (a) the 

more interested they will be in further education, (b) the more they will know about 

available opportunities, and (c) the more they will participate in learning activities (Cross, 

1981). Mackeracher (2004) describes professional learning as having a half-life to 

illustrate how quickly an adult’s professional knowledge and skills require updating. 

Mackeracher’s idea suggests computer programmers and information specialists have a 

short half-life of six months or less to keep up with evolving technology, while educators 

have a longer half-life. In addition, past experiences are essential components in learning 

by providing a structure for how adults approach new experiences. Past experiences also 
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determine which information will be selected for further attention and interpretation, and 

which knowledge and skills will be employed in the learning process (Mackeracher, 

2004). 

When identifying why adult professionals participate in learning, Long (1983) 

describes the adult learner profile, suggesting adult learners are those who are employed, 

engaged in professional or technical work, and educating, with no differences in sex 

existing in adults 25 years or older. In addition, Tough’s study (as cited by Long, 1983) 

identifies a relationship model of the benefits a learner may expect from a learning 

project, signifying self-esteem, and pleasure are motives for adult learning.  

Organizational Behavior and Participation 

Organizational behavior and participation, is the second theoretical approach 

explored in this study. Leicht and Fennell (1997) state the shape of professional careers is 

increasingly conditioned by opportunities within organizations, which builds up the 

benefits of a professional life. The institutionalization of professional careers is a link 

between the study of professionalism and organizational theory (Leicht & Fennell, 1997). 

In addition, Leicht and Fennell (1997) acknowledged a growing variation in settings 

where professional work takes place and how such differences impact professional 

careers.  

Heller, Pusic, Strauss and Wilpert (1998) take a psychological view on 

organizational participation and behavior, stating it can be defined as “a process that 

allows employees some influence over their work and the conditions under which they 

work” (p. 41). Participation contains individual prerequisites of motivation, participatory 
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competence, and uncertainty and conflict tolerance, while social prerequisites include 

organizational structure, technology, participation structure, organizational processes and 

culture, and organizational environment, all of which are requirements for participation to 

occur (Heller et al., 1998). “Participation is inextricably linked with the development of 

organizational theory” (Heller, et. al., 1998, p. 66). 

A professional’s participation in an organization is also related to their 

commitment and personal values. Finegan (2005) states “different types of organizational 

commitment could be associated with both personal and organizational values” (p. 152). 

People who value diligence are more likely to feel committed to an organization because 

they feel obligated to do so. Finegan (2005) found when an employee perceives the 

organization they belong to is concerned about their personal and professional welfare, 

the employee is likely to be committed to that organization, and in turn, participate in the 

organization.  

Knowles (2005) described characteristics within the different dimensions of an 

innovative organization, or an organization that is conducive to learning. Such 

organizations have philosophies and attitudes that are focused on personal development, 

sharing of information, developing and using resources, relevant participation by all those 

affected, and an environment of collaborative policy making and execution. In addition, 

innovative organizations have an open-flow, easy-access type of communication that 

allows the feelings of all its members to be expressed freely (Knowles, 2005). 
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Professional Development 

The evaluation of professional development programs is a practice commonly 

used in the education, business, and medical industries. Improving job-related 

knowledge, skills, and attitudes of employees has placed a widespread emphasis on staff 

development since its induction in the early 1970s (Sparks & Loucks-Horsley, 1989). 

Guskey (2000) states the reason for the rapidly growing interest in professional 

development stems from the increasing knowledge base, requiring new types of expertise 

to continually refine one’s skills. In addition, Guskey (2000) notes along with the 

recognition of professional development’s importance are many concerns for its 

effectiveness when in practice, thus providing a need for its evaluation.  

Previous studies have sought to identify not only specific professional 

development needs within agriculture, academic, business, and medical environments, 

but also perceived attitudes towards professional development, comparisons of 

professional development between two similar environments, training needs of 

professionals, and barriers and support of professional development. 

Sparks and Loucks-Horsley (1989) developed five models of staff development 

among educators that includes individually-guided staff development, 

observation/assessment, involvement in a development/improvement process, training, 

and inquiry. In addition, their article identified the organizational context required to 

support the five models (Sparks & Loucks-Horsley, 1989). As part of the individually-

guided staff development, Sparks and Loucks-Horsley (1989) cited the adult learning 

theory as saying adults become increasingly self-directed and their readiness to learn is 
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stimulated by life experiences, and researchers have recognized that individual 

circumstances for one’s professional development can be different from another’s. 

Within the observation/assessment model, feedback from peers becomes the 

central theme with reflection and analysis as the central means of professional growth 

(Sparks & Loucks-Horsley, 1989). The involvement in development/improvement 

process model entails a professional’s activeness in furthering the knowledge of their 

profession, while the training model encompasses the professional’s acquiring of new 

knowledge and skills through workshops, sessions, conferences, or coaching in the 

workplace to improve their professional performance.  

The final model, inquiry, explorers a professional’s desire to obtain new 

knowledge and skills within their professional life (Sparks & Loucks-Horsley, 2004). 

Sparks and Loucks-Horsley (2004) brought the models together in an organizational 

context stating staff development fosters the professional growth of individuals, while 

organizational factors, such as attitudes and behaviors, policies, and involvement of 

participants, can influence the application of each model. 

Beal (2003) explored the principals of professional development as it relates to 

academia, stating professional development is a continuing form of adult education that 

encompasses the background knowledge, skills, and experience of adult learners in a 

performance-centered learning process. Principals such as self-motivation and 

professional responsibility also help determine a person’s guiding philosophy to obtain 

professional development (Beal, 2003). Beal (2003) states “quality professional 

development (a) embodies principals of effective learning, (b) has substance, credibility, 

and worth, and (c) is adequately supported and resourced” (p. 10). Beal (2003) also states 
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teachers prefer professional development types that involve providing practical ideas, 

workshops with colleagues, and speakers in subject fields. 

Caffarella and Zinn (1999) identified a conceptual framework of the barriers and 

supports of professional development among collegiate faculty, and divided them into 

four domains: (1) interpersonal relationships, (2) institutional structures, (3) personal 

considerations and commitments, and (4) intellectual and psychosocial characteristics (p. 

243). They found each of the four domains are interrelated, and essentially mirror each 

other, stating colleague mentoring can enhance professional development, while little or 

no interaction with colleagues can hinder development as professionals (Caffarella & 

Zinn, 1999). In addition, Caffarella and Zinn (1999) defined continuing professional 

development as involving variations of activities, including formal professional 

development programs that encompass professional meetings, workshops, and 

conferences that take place on a regional, national, and international level. 

Bascia (2001) describes three different types of professional development, both 

formal and non-formal, for academic faculty, while emphasizing the sociological and 

organizational factors that influence participation in professional development. One 

common type of professional development is the annual conference or meeting, which 

may include workshops focusing on a specific topic relevant to current faculty needs, as 

well as networking opportunities that allow the sharing of ideas and techniques (Bascia, 

2001). 

A second type of professional development of academic faculty Bascia (2001) 

describes is second generation professional development, which is on a large scale, 

mostly sponsored through public funding, and focuses on one major topic, such as 
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improving the overall quality of classroom teaching. Lastly, Bascia (2001) describes a 

third type of professional development as bottoms up professional development, which 

takes the form of participation in organizational structure, such as a leadership role 

(Bascia, 2001). 

Berge, de Verneil, Berge, Davis and Smith (2002) described professional learning 

as no longer the transfer of information, but the creation of knowledge as it is visibly 

expressed by improvement in business results and innovations” (p. 47). Furthermore, the 

shift has forced training and development staff within companies to redefine itself in 

terms of evaluation and performance.  

Washburn, King, Garton, and Harbstriet (2001) state professional development 

programs in agricultural education are established to reflect current trends in education 

and new developments in agricultural industries. Their study found the professional 

development needs assessments of two comparable agricultural education environments 

produced consistently similar results, allowing professional development planners to 

collaborate when conducting assessments. The responsibility for planning and delivering 

professional development activities should be done on a reciprocal basis between 

institutions (Washburn et al., 2001). 

Baker and Villalobos (1997) focused on county cooperative extension faculty 

perceptions of the professional development needs of extension specialists. Their study 

states the professional development process includes both formal and informal 

approaches to personnel effectiveness improvement, and describes the need for personnel 

development programs as a continuous process for all personnel in relation to 

institutional change. Most of the professional development needs perceived by county 
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faculty of extension specialist were in the areas of understanding clientele, program 

training, and program evaluation with low-level needs for abilities in communication-

related skills (Baker & Villalobos, 1997). 

In addition to extension professional development literature, after examining the 

professional development system of cooperative extension through a needs assessment 

approach, Conklin, Hook, Kelbaugh, and Nieto (2002) found face-to-face workshops and 

seminars were the most preferred methods of professional development delivery. Their 

study also stated using presentation software, writing grants, developing Web pages, and 

computer usage ranked among the top 10 of highest professional development priorities 

of extension personnel. 

Within the agricultural communications profession, professional conferences and 

meetings, meetings with supervisors, and external seminars and workshops are the most 

frequent professional development activities participated in by American agriculture-

focused companies and organizations (Doerfert, Akers, Davis, Compton, Irani, & 

Rutherford, 2004). Doerfert et al. (2004) suggested the main reason for professional 

development activity participation is to gain knowledge and skills, to improve employee 

leadership and supervisory skills, and to network with other professionals. Furthermore, 

in-house or at-work training seminars and written professional development plans have 

also been indicated as preferred activities for expanding professional knowledge 

(Doerfert et al., 2004).  

In summary, general professional development literature suggests it is a process 

that encompasses an adult’s learning style, background knowledge, experiences, skills, 

and feedback from their peers. All of these elements, in turn, foster the continuing of 
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adult education through professional development with the purpose of improving one’s 

job-related knowledge, skills, and attitudes. Literature as it relates specifically to 

agricultural education, extension, and communications states professional development 

programs should be established to reflect current trends and new innovations, with the 

most preferred method of delivery being through workshops, seminars, and annual 

conferences.  

 
Professional Organization Membership & Annual Meetings 

 Seibert, Kraimer, and Liden (n.d.) studied the relationship of career success and 

social capital theory, linking the two to suggest networking opportunities within 

organizations and access to career resources are positively related. The effects of social 

resources, such as access to career development opportunities, on career success are 

mediated by the three types of network benefits of access to information, access to 

resources, and career sponsorship.  

The study stated social resources are embedded in networking that provides 

benefits, including increased timely access to information, material resources, and 

visibility within the organizational system (Seibert et al., n.d.). Furthermore, “contact 

with members of other organizational functions provides access to information not 

available within one’s own functional group affiliation” (p. 11). Having such access to 

information and resources enhances individual work performance, while individuals who 

are able to use networking to fill a role within an organization add greater value to the 

organization. Having such access to an advice network has been linked to job 
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performance, which leads to a positively increased reputation of the individual’s 

organization.  

The study also linked access to professional information and resources with career 

satisfaction, stating such access allows the professional to feel more control and 

confidence in their work, which can lead to promotion and higher incomes (Seibert et al., 

n.d.).   

 A study conducted by White (2005) for the Journal of Applied Communications 

explored reasons people join voluntary professional organizations. According to White 

(2005), “organizational participation in search of need fulfillment may entail attendance 

at meetings and member communication” (p. 40). In addition, a member’s identification 

with a professional organization may have multiple foci, such as interests in improving 

one’s own career, occupation, or organization, as well as different cognitive, affective, 

evaluative, and behavioral dimensions (White, 2005). 

The study surveyed members from the Association for Communications 

Excellence in Agriculture, Natural Resources, and Life and Human Sciences (ACE) and 

found a relationship does exist between involvement and members’ identification with 

and sense of commitment to such an organization. White (2005) states commitment to an 

organization may be enhanced by an individual’s investment or engagement in the 

organization, and organizational success can depend largely on the members’ perception 

that the organization meets their professional needs. 

 Donnellan and Snowden (2000) stated any professional organization must stay 

relevant to the needs of its members in order to be successful. Their study found the top 

reasons why agricultural communicators belong to ACE, which  included professional 
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development and networking with peers, and the longer a member belonged to the 

organization, the higher he or she felt ACE was doing well in meeting members’ 

professional development needs. Donnellan and Snowden (2000) found 87% of their 

sample of ACE members joined the organization for professional development. ACE 

members also rated the building of professional skills among the top suggestions for 

improving the organization. The study found ACE members looked to the organization 

for creative skill-building opportunities, as well as opportunities that improved 

integrative, evaluative, and marketing skills (Donnellan & Snowden, 2000). 

 Young and Boling (2004) discussed improving the quality of professional life 

among health educators through association membership, explaining opportunities to 

convene at professional meetings expands one’s professional horizons and provides 

networking opportunities with new and known colleagues. Their article outlined the 

benefits of association membership as to include professional development, exposure to 

current research, career development, networking, and opportunities to serve on 

committees. In addition, Young and Boling (2004) stated conference attendance at the 

local, state, regional, national,0 and international levels can provide new and/or 

perspective members with opportunities to become well-rounded professionals through 

exposure to current trends and collaboration with other professionals.  

 Another influence of organizational participation stems from the diversification of 

interests among professional members. Leicht and Fennell (1997) discussed how varying 

locations of professional members of an organization and their different work settings 

may impact the interests of an organization. In addition, differing social backgrounds of 
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organizational members may result in diversity in the way certain professional roles are 

viewed and carried out in other organizational contexts (Leicht & Fennell, 1997). 

In regards to an individual’s decision to participate in professional development 

conferences, Argarwal, Prasad, and Zanino (1996) stated the individual must have 

recognition of the need for training. However, there are often certain constraints that 

prevent and individual from participating. Argarwal et al. (1996) identified possible 

constraints as being limited available resources, such as time and money, and schedule 

conflicts. Therefore, individuals might evaluate whether the training is necessary, in 

terms of their own specific learning style, and determine not to attend (Argarwal et al., 

1996). 

 In summary, the literature on membership in professional organizations and 

annual meetings states professional organizations provide networking and professional 

development opportunities for its members. Organizational membership and annual 

meetings allow professionals to make contact with members of other organizational 

functions in their industry, which can provide access to information not available within 

one’s own group affiliation. Individuals join organizations to fulfill professional needs 

and to improve their cognitive, behavioral, and evaluative dimensions, all of which often 

entail attendance to annual meetings and member communication. Furthermore, the 

literature suggests professional organizations provide its members with opportunities to 

become well-rounded professionals through exposure to current trends and issues, while 

annual meetings allow professionals to expand their horizons with new or improved skills 

and networking opportunities.  
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Communication Skill Competencies 

 The communications field encompasses a broad spectrum of skills and abilities. 

Sgobbi (2002) stated progressive diffusion of information and communication 

technologies has the potential to increase productivity, improve the quality of life, and 

create new jobs, however, having the necessary skills to utilize such technologies in 

communication diffusion requires special attention to skill competencies. Sgobbi (2002) 

defined competencies as knowledge or a skill area that is useful for a specific job 

necessary for successful job performance.  

Sgobbi’s study analyzed skill competencies specifically in Web design, looking at 

a broad range of communication skills that would affect the job success of a Web 

designer. Competencies in areas such as information management, organizing multiple 

sources of information, writing fluency, problem solving, and ability to make due dates 

were just a few skill areas Sgobbi (2002) analyzed. The study examined technical 

competencies in software applications utilized in Web design, including, Adobe 

Photoshop, Mac Operating Systems, Fireworks, Dreamweaver, Front Page, Illustrator, 

and Macromedia Shockwave (Sgobbi, 2002).  

The study also compared the organizational and technical skill competencies of 

professionals who were employees of companies and professionals who were 

entrepreneurs, and found employees possessed greater skill competency scores than 

individuals who were self-employed. Sgobbi (2002) suggests employees have greater 

competencies in technical and organization skills because they have access to 

professional growth within their company, as well as an increased consciousness of the 

impact of both organizational and technical skills and competencies on job performance. 
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However, Sgobbi (2002) concluded organizational skills and competencies have a larger 

impact on job performance than technical competencies and skills, while Web designers 

consider themselves more proficient in organizational skills, and are in need of technical 

skill development. 

Szpekman (2000) identified research, writing, and editing as key communication 

competencies that are indicators for business success, with basic technical skills, such as 

the ability to produce clear and compelling information, also essential. Szpekman (2000) 

added the ability to gather facts and information through interviews, focus groups, 

questionnaires, or internal and external networks allowed professionals to complete their 

jobs adequately. Being able to write and edit copy designed and organized for clarity, 

brevity, simplicity, and consistency is perhaps one of the most important competencies in 

regards to print or electronic media (Szpekman, 2000). 

 Berge et al. (2002) stated changes in technology have shifted the focus from 

performance improvement to possession of certain skills, knowledge, and abilities in 

communications, and thus, will become increasingly necessary for training and 

development professionals to realize such a shift. Furthermore, updating competencies in 

the communications field is among the most important training and development 

objective for any company.  

Berge et al. (2002) lists six approaches that define competencies of professionals, 

including (a) job tasks, (b) results of work efforts, (c) outputs, (d) knowledge, skills, and 

attitude, (e) qualities of superior performance, and (f) bundles of attributes. Berge et al. 

(2002) stated technical competencies focused by today’s media are heavily focused on 

computer software applications, graphics design, photography, and publication design. In 
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addition, skills, knowledge, and attitudes in the communications competency area have 

increased over the past decade as technology continues to shape the industry. Likewise, 

skill requirements will increase along with technological revolutions, resulting in a 

greater need for training and development staff within companies (Berge et al., 2002). 

In summary, the communication skill competency literature states rapidly 

evolving technology continues to shape the communications industry, making it 

increasingly necessary for professionals to possess certain competencies within 

communications. Such technological advances have shifted the focus from performance 

improvement to possession of certain skills, knowledge, and abilities within 

communications. Communication competencies where identified in the literature as 

including writing and editing skills, computer application skills, organizational skills, and 

technological utilization skills, and were defined as knowledge necessary for successful 

job performance.   

 
Demographics of Journalists 

 Literature has described demographic characteristics, such as the gender, age, 

level of education, and the size of news organizations among individuals in the 

communications or journalism professions. Schultz (2002) compared the demographic 

characteristics of journalists who had obtained bachelor degrees with those who had 

obtained graduate level education in communications or journalism, noting a higher level 

of education may correlate with certain attitudes of journalists. Shultz (2002) noted all 

types and sizes of media organizations tend to hire college graduates, while news 

magazines seem to be least likely to employ college graduates who majored in 
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journalism. A degree in the communication field did not predict membership in a 

professional group. In terms of gender, journalists who have obtained a college degree 

are more likely to be female. Journalists that have obtained either a bachelor’s degree or a 

master’s degree are likely to be 35 to 40 years old (Shultz, 2002). Shultz (2002) also 

found that journalists with college degrees were more likely to work for larger news 

organizations. More specifically journalists with graduate level degrees were likely to be 

employed by companies with approximately 100 employees. Overall, Shultz’s study 

found little significant differences between having a bachelor’s degree or a master’s 

degree in the journalism and communications profession, but did note that having a 

college-level degree makes a difference in the attitudes of journalists. A survey in 1996 

indicated that 89% of newspaper journalists held college degrees, while 54% of 

communication professionals held college degrees (Shultz, 2002). 

 More specifically to agricultural communications, a survey commissioned by the 

International Federation of Agriculture Journalists in 2005 found an increasing number of 

agricultural journalists are women. The study surveyed IFAJ members in 30 countries 

and concluded the average agricultural journalist was female in her mid-40s. In addition, 

the study found 15% of its members were under the age of 35, suggesting a decline in the 

number of young agricultural journalists in professional organizations (IFAJ News, 

2005).  

 In summary, literature suggests communication and journalist professionals are 

likely to be near the age of 40 years old, and have a college degree. In addition, there is 

an increasing number of women in the profession.  
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Job Satisfaction and Professional Development 

 After nationally surveying graduates of journalism and mass communications 

degree programs to record graduate salaries, job seeking strategies, and professional 

attitudes and behaviors, Becker, Kosicki, Porter, and Watson (1997) found job 

satisfaction among bachelor’s degree recipients with full-time jobs was high when 

employers gave them realistic career expectations and training. 

Rakow, Helgeson, Arneson, and Fontaine (2003) found journalism and 

communications professionals strongly value professional development and their 

contributions to society through their work, and take pride in the organizations they work 

for in relation to their overall career satisfaction (Rakow et al., 2003). Respondents to 

their study also called for new ways professional associations could provide support to 

communicators including developing career opportunities, leadership training, and 

improving standards of communication education and professional practice. In addition, 

communication professionals showed a strong interest in locally available professional 

development workshops or distance education classes rather than on-campus classes, as 

well as an interest in graduate rather than undergraduate education to further their career 

capabilities and benefits.  

Schedule flexibility, relationships with co-workers, and support for professional 

development were among the top four ranking areas of highest overall job satisfaction 

among communicators and journalists (Rakow et al., 2003). Rakow et al. (2003) found 

95% of their surveyed communicators and journalists felt strongly about the importance 

of professional development. Furthermore, communicators and journalists believe the 



 

central role of professional associations is to provide career developing opportunities, 

adaptation to new technology, and improve standards of practice (Rakow et al., 2003). 

In summary, job satisfaction literature as it relates to this study suggests 

individuals are more satisfied with their job when they have access to professional 

development and networking opportunities.  

 
Concept Map 

Figure 1 illustrates, according to the review of literature, the evaluation of 

professional development sought to find how the variables explored in this study were 

related in order to identify the perceived status of professional development among LPC, 

AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil members. 
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Figure 1.  Diagram of how variables are related to professional development status. 
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Significance of the Review of Literature 

 This review of literature established a need for additional research regarding 

professional development evaluation among agricultural communications professionals, 

and the relationship that exists between professional development conference/annual 

meeting attendance and communication skill competencies, as well as the attitudes of 

agricultural communications professional attitudes towards professional development. 

The need was established by researching professional development and its role in 

agricultural, business, education, and medical professions.  

 After analyzing the literature, it is clear professional development has become an 

important activity in the improvement of career skills and knowledge of science-related 

professionals and is an on-going process, lasting the entirety of one’s professional career. 

As technology and knowledge continues to advance, so does the need for continual 

updating and improvement of professional knowledge and skills. 

 The Agricultural Media Summit attempts to address this need among agricultural 

communicators by exposing conference attendees to new information and skills through 

workshops, expert lecturers, and networking with peers. 

 Because professional organization membership, conference attendance, job 

satisfaction, and professional skills and knowledge confidence all encompass professional 

development, a study that explores the potential relationship between these variables and 

the perceived status of professional development is warranted. By gaining a greater 

understanding of the variables involved in this study through the literature review, a more 

in-depth study of their role in agricultural communications will be able to be 

administered. 
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CHAPTER III 
 

METHODOLOGY 

 
 
 The purpose of this study was to evaluate the perceived status of professional 

development according to agricultural communicators and identify the relationship 

between professionals’ skill confidence, conference attendance, and workplace 

professional development participation.  

 
Objectives 

1. Identify demographic characteristics of agricultural communications professionals 

who are members of AMS-sponsoring organizations. 

2. Identify the relationship between professional development conference attendance 

of members of LPC, AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil and their skill confidence.  

3. Identify the relationship between professional development participation in the 

workplace and skill confidence among members of LPC, AAEA, and ABM 

AgriCouncil. 

4. Identify the attitudes of LPC, AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil members towards 

professional development in general and professional development opportunities 

at AMS. 

 
Research Design 

A descriptive correlation research design was used to satisfy the purpose and 

objectives of this study. According to Gall, Borg, and Gall (1996), descriptive research 

involves detailed portrayal of one or more cases, while correlational research seeks to 
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discover the direction and magnitude of the relationship among variables through the use 

of correlational statistics. An online survey was sent to determine the perceived 

professional development status of agricultural communicators and to identify a link 

between their skill confidence and their attendance to annual meetings and conferences. 

Surveys are the most widely used procedure in evaluations, and are commonly used to 

collect facts, attitudes, and opinions at one point in time and can be repeated to identify 

trends (Witkin, 1984). Internal validity of the study was controlled by random selection 

of homogeneous subjects to participate in this study with only one researcher collecting 

data to avoid collection bias. Only one measurement was taken per subject so history and 

maturation were not threats to the subject. The instrument was as brief as possible to 

prevent subject mortality. Location was uncontrollable threat due to various locations of 

subjects at their respective agricultural media companies across the United States.  

 
Population and Sample 

The target population of this study was agricultural communications professionals 

who are members of the three Agricultural Media Summit sponsoring organizations. 

Those organizations are Livestock Publications Council, American Agricultural Editors’ 

Association, and American Business Media’s AgriCouncil. 

The accessible population of this study was the combined membership from LPC, 

AAEA, and the ABM AgriCouncil (N = 531). Members of these organizations represent 

a variety of agricultural communications careers, such as print media, marketing, and 

public relations. Although each organization has its own categories of membership, only 

active members were eligible for selection for this study to aid in reducing sampling error 
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(n = 320). Dillman (2000) stated sampling error is one of four cornerstones of survey 

precision and accuracy. 

Active publication members represented 110 of LPC’s total membership of 188, 

active editorial members represented 189 of AAEA’s 321 total membership, and ABM 

AgriCouncil’s total membership of 22 was the sampling frame for this study.  

LPC’s publication membership and AAEA’s active membership consisted 

predominately of editors, while ABM AgriCouncil’s membership represents agricultural 

publication publishers, presidents, vice presidents, media group directors, sales managers, 

and CEOs of agriculture-related media businesses. Since the total membership of ABM 

AgriCouncil is small, all 22 members were sampled. Therefore, a stratified random 

sample of LPC publication members (n = 86), AAEA active members (n = 127), and 

ABM AgriCouncil members (n = 22) for a total sample size of 235 were selected using 

Krejcie & Morgan’s (1970) table for determining sample size according to the active 

member population size of each organization. 

Figure 2 illustrates the proportion distribution of each AMS-sponsoring 

organization within the sample population. 
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Figure 2. The proportion of AMS-sponsoring organizations in the sample population.  

 
 

Instrumentation 

The instrument of this study was an online survey questionnaire designed to 

obtain information to satisfy the research objectives in a format according to Dillman’s 

(2000) Tailored Design Method (TDM).  

The survey instrument was developed using Zoomerang.com, an online survey 

administrator. The survey instrument was divided into four sections that asked questions 

relating to: (a) professional development attendance and career in agricultural 

communications, (b) attitudes towards professional development, (c) skill area 

confidence, and (4) demographic information (see Appendix A for the full online survey). 

34 



 

35 

Section one consisted of questions that sought to identify details about 

respondent’s professional development attendance and their careers in agricultural 

communications, including: (a)  number of professional development conferences they 

annually attend, (b) which professional development conferences they attend, (c) 

professional development participation at work, (d) which AMS conferences they have 

attended, (e) the best professional development events they have attended, (f) reason why 

they have not attended professional development events in the past, (g) number of career 

changes, (h) number of agricultural communications companies of which they have been 

employed, and (i) number of years employed in agricultural communications. 

Sections two and three consisted of Likert-type scale questions that assessed 

respondents’ attitudes towards the importance of and need for professional development, 

and respondents’ confidence in individual skill areas. The Likert-type scale questions 

sought to gain respondents’ (a) perceptions of the quality of professional development 

activities, (b) satisfaction with their organization’s professional development 

opportunities, and (c) attitudes of achievement reached through professional development 

opportunities (Witkin & Altschuld, 1995).  

According to Dillman (2000), respondents are more likely to complete surveys 

when demographics are not at the beginning; therefore, demographic questions were 

located at the end of the survey instrument. The fourth section of the instrument was 

designed to discover personal and professional demographic information from the sample 

population. Based on the review of literature, the following variables were included in 

section four: (a) gender, (b) age, (c) job title, (d) number of memberships in other 

agricultural communications professional organizations, and the names of those 
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organizations, (e) level of education, and (f) the number of individuals who were 

currently employed with their company. 

Face and content validity were assessed by university agricultural 

communications faculty. Faculty determined the face and content validity of the 

instrument by determining if the skill and knowledge measured by each question is (a) 

essential, (b) useful but not essential, or (c) not necessary, and made changes prior to 

pilot testing the instrument (Cohen & Swerdlik, 1999). Having faculty initially test the 

instrument also reduced measurement error by determining if the potential existed for 

questions to be misunderstood or incorrectly answered. Before the survey was submitted 

to pilot testers, it was reviewed by the Executive Director of LPC, Diane Johnson, on 

April 12 for additional content validity. 

A pilot test of the online survey instrument was conducted to measure reliability. 

Initially, the pilot test was given to agricultural communications professionals who are 

members of the Association for Communication Excellence in Agriculture, Natural 

Resources, and Life and Human Sciences (ACE) professional development committee. 

The individuals on this committee are members of an agricultural communications 

professional organization not connected with AMS and represented a similar type of 

individual that we sampled using our final instrument. Prior to administering the 

instrument to the sample population, these professionals received an electronic 

introductory letter that explained the nature of the study and gave them a link to the 

online survey. Nonrespondents received reminders to reduce nonresponse error of the 

pilot test; however, only three responses were received. The ACE members who 

responded indicated they had difficulty advancing through the online survey. Some 
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respondents were unable to complete the survey due to a feature on the survey host site of 

Zoomerang.com that required each question to be answered before the respondent could 

advance further. Because this was preventing respondents from completing the survey, 

the feature was disabled to allow respondents to advance without answering each 

question. Because the response rate was so low among the ACE group, the researcher 

used another pilot test group after making revisions based on the recommendations from 

the ACE respondents. 

In order to pilot test the instrument with an acceptable number of 25 responses, 

agricultural communications graduate students in the Texas Tech University Department 

of Agricultural Education and Communications were administered the online survey. 

These graduate students had attended professional development conferences within 

agricultural communications and agricultural education and were viable subjects for the 

pilot test. The online survey was open for pilot testing between the dates of April 19 and 

April 26, and a total of 25 responses were received from the graduate group. 

Data collected from the 25 pilot test responses was analyzed for reliability using 

Statistics Package for Social Sciences® (SPSS) version 14. The Cronbach’s Alpha was 

.87 for the eight Likert-type scale questions on skill confidence. Cronbach’s Alpha was 

.60 for the six attitudinal questions; therefore, changes were made to increase reliability. 

Nunnally (1967) suggests .5 could be considered adequate during early research stages or 

with new instrument development. Suggestions and remarks from the pilot test 

respondents were used to make changes in the wording of questions and instructions that 

could affect the sample’s response. In addition, two attitudinal questions relating to AMS 

professional development attitudes that were on a Likert-type scale of 1 to 5 were 
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recoded to match the 1 to 4 scale of the four other attitudinal questions. The fifth attitude 

answer option was labeled “do not attend AMS” and was recoded into a separate variable 

that identified whether or not the respondent attended AMS. A reliability test was run 

again on the recoded six attitudinal questions and a Cronbach’s Alpha of .74 was 

recorded, which is an acceptable reliability score (Nunnally, 1967). A test for reliability 

was run on the skill confidence questions and a Cronbach’s Alpha of .78 was recorded.  

 
Data Collection 

An e-mail database of the sample drawn from members of LPC, AAEA, and 

ABM AgriCouncil was imported into Microsoft Outlook and placed into one distribution 

list. Data collection began on May 8, 2006 using an online survey. Dillman’s (2000) 

Tailored Design Method (TDM) suggests the use of a five-contact model during a five-

week period, including a prenotice letter, questionnaire, reminder, second questionnaire, 

and invoking special procedures. This study used a modified version of Dillman’s (2000) 

Tailored Design Method and sent out a total of five contacts to the sample (see Table 1).  

 
Table 1. Sampling Procedure Schedule 

Contact Number Day Method Mode 

1 1 Prenotice letter E-mail 

2 4 Survey Link E-mail/Web 

3 7 Thank-you/Reminder E-mail/Web 

4 14 Thank-you/Reminder E-mail/Web 

5 21 Thank-you/Reminder E-mail/Web 
 



 

39 

The selected sample of agricultural communications professionals from the three 

AMS-sponsoring organizations received an electronic prenotice letter on day one, May 5, 

2006, that informed them they would soon be receiving a survey and their participation 

could affect future professional development opportunities offered by their organization 

and the Agricultural Media Summit.  

 The second e-mail contact was sent on day four, May 8, 2006, with a link to the 

newly available online survey accessible directly from their e-mail for users with HTML 

enabled e-mail, and a link that could be cut and pasted into a Web browser for users 

without such capabilities. Instructions were provided to assist respondents in accessing 

the Web site (Martinez, 2004).  

 Online survey responses were automatically saved into a database within 

Zoomerang.com. Names of each respondent were manually deleted from the e-mail 

distribution list to avoid the unnecessary sending of e-mails with a link to the survey to 

those who have already responded (Martinez, 2004). Thank-you e-mails were sent to 

respondents and reminder notices were sent on day seven, May 15, 2006, to the modified 

distribution list with the link to the online survey once again provided with instructions 

on how to complete the survey. 

 A reminder that included a link to the online survey was sent on day 14, May 22, 

2006 providing another opportunity for respondents to complete the survey online. 

Again, instructions on how to complete the survey online were provided, as well as a 

reminder of the importance of how the study can impact future professional development 

opportunities for agricultural communicators at AMS. 



 

40 

 On day 21, May 29, 2006, thank-you e-mails were sent to respondents of the 

survey and a reminder was sent out to nonrespondents that included a link to the survey. 

Because response was low, one last reminder e-mail was sent to nonrespondents with a 

link to the survey. The survey was left open longer on the Zoomerang.com site than its 

initially planned closing date of May 31, 2006 to allow time for additional responses, and 

was finally closed on June 15, 2006. A total of 110 surveys were completed and six  

e-mail responses were received from the sample who wished not to participate in the 

study for a response rate of 49.4%. 

 Nonresponse error, as described my Dillman (2000), is one of four distinct types 

of potential survey error. Linder, Murphy, & Briers (2001) state sampling 

nonrespondents, getting their responses, and comparing their responses to those of 

previous respondents is the most acceptable method of addressing nonresponse bias. 

Linder et al. (2001) recommend the method of comparing early and late respondents if a 

minimum of 20 responses from a random sample of nonrespondents can be contacted. In 

order to reduce nonresponse error, 25 individuals were randomly selected with equal 

representation from LPC, AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil from a list of the original 

sample’s nonrespondents to be contacted by telephone. Twenty-five nonrespondents were 

called by the researcher between the dates of June 19, 2006 and June 30, 2006. The 

respondents (n = 110) were compared to the nonrespondents (n = 25) to ensure there were 

no significant differences between the two groups. Independent t-tests were run to 

compare variables of interest from the respondents and nonrespondents. No significant 

differences were found in the variables of interest. Therefore, nonrespondents were 
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assumed to be typical of respondents. The total response rate was 60% with 135 

completed surveys and six e-mail responses declining participation. 

 
Data Analysis  

Data collection from the online surveys was imported into a Microsoft Excel XP 

file after downloading survey results from Zoomerang.com. All data was transferred to 

SPSS® version 14 for analysis. Data was analyzed based on the four objectives of the 

study. Data was evaluated using frequencies and correlations in this descriptive 

correlational study. 

 Frequencies and descriptive statistics were used to identify the demographic 

characteristics of the sample population.  

 Pearson product moment (r) correlations were used to identify relationships 

between professional development conference attendance and skill confidence of LPC, 

AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil members, and professional development participation at 

the workplace and skill confidence of the organizations. Davis (1971) conventions (see 

Table 2) were used to determine the magnitude and direction of correlations. This 

correlation index was used to provide a useful and meaningful index for identifying 

relationships.  

 



 

 

Table 2. Davis (1971) Conventions for Correlational Magnitude 

Correlation Magnitude 

1.00 Perfect 

.70 to .99 Very strong relationship 

.50 to .69 Substantial relationship 

.30 to .49 Moderate relationship 

.10 to .29 Low relationship 

.01 to .09 Negligible relationship 

 Point biserial (rpb) correlations were used to identify the relationship between 

professional development participation at the workplace and skill confidence. Davis 

(1971) conventions were used to determine the magnitude and direction of correlations. 

 Frequencies and descriptive statistics were used to identify the attitudes of LPC, 

AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil members towards professional development in general 

and professional development opportunities at AMS. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

 
The purpose of this study was to evaluate the perceived professional development 

status of agricultural communicators and identify the relationship between the status and 

professional development attendance. The following objectives were sought:  

1. Identify demographic characteristics of agricultural communications professionals 

who are members of AMS-sponsoring organizations. 

2. Identify the relationship between professional development conference attendance 

of members of LPC, AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil and their skill confidence.  

3. Identify the relationship between professional development participation in the 

workplace and skill confidence among members of LPC, AAEA, and ABM 

AgriCouncil. 

4. Identify the attitudes of LPC, AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil members towards 

professional development in general and professional development opportunities 

at AMS. 

 
Findings Related To Objective One 

Objective one was to identify demographic characteristics of agricultural 

communications professionals who are members of AMS-sponsoring organizations. As 

reported in Table 3, based on the analysis of descriptive statistics, 54% (n = 73) of 

members of the AMS-sponsoring organizations were male and 46% (n = 62) were 

female.  



 

Also reported in Table 3, a majority consisting of 96 (71%) members of the AMS-

sponsoring organizations indicated they had a bachelors degree; 27 (20.3%) had a 

masters degree; six (4.5%) had attended some college; two (1.5%) held doctorate 

degrees; and two (1.5%) had obtained their high school diploma. 

Table 3. Gender and Education Level of Respondents (N = 135) 

Characteristic Frequency (f) Valid Percentage (%) 

Gender 

     Male 

 

73 

 

54 

     Female 62 46 

Level of Education 

     High School Graduate 

     Some College 

     Bachelor’s Degree 

     Master’s Degree 

 

2 

6 

96 

27 

 

1.5 

4.5 

72.2 

20.3 

     Doctorate 2 1.5 
Note. There were two nonrespondents to the level of education. 

 

Table 4 illustrates the gender make-up of each of the three organizations. There 

were 36 (46.2%) male LPC respondents and 42 (53.8%) female LPC respondents; 38 

(57.6%) male and 28 (42.4%) female AAEA respondents; and 11 (84.6%) male and two 

(15.4%) female ABM AgriCouncil respondents.  

Table 4 also illustrates the level of education of members within the individual 

groups of LPC, AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil. Fifty seven (73.1%) LPC members had a 

bachelor’s degree, while 13 (16.7%) had a master’s degree. The majority of AAEA 
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members had a bachelor’s degree (n = 49, 74.2%), and 13 (19.7%) had a master’s degree. 

There were 11 (84.6%) ABM AgriCouncil members with bachelor’s degrees, while the 

remaining two respondents from the organization had master’s degrees. 

Table 4. Gender and Level of Education By Organization 

 Organization 

Demographic 
Characteristic LPC AAEA ABM AgriCouncil

 Gender 

 f % f % f % 

Male 36 46.2 38 57.6 11 84.6 

Female 42 53.8 28 42.4 2 15.4 

 Level of Education (f) 

 f % f % f % 

High School Graduate 2 2.6 0 0 0 0.0 

Some College 2 2.6 3 4.5  0 0.0 

Bachelor’s Degree 57 73.1 49 74.2  11 84.6 

Master’s Degree 13 16.7 13 19.7  2 15.4 

Doctorate 2 2.6 0 0.0  0 0.0 
Note. Some respondents are members in more than one organization. 

 
 LPC (n = 78), AAEA (n = 66), ABM AgriCouncil (n = 13). 

Table 5 reports the frequency of age categories. Respondents who were between 

50 and 59 years of age represented 30% (n = 40) of the sample population, while 22% (n 

= 30) were between 40 and 49 years of age. The age group of 30 to 39 years old 

accounted for 18% (n = 24) of the sample population, and the youngest age group of 20 
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to 29 years of age represented 15.5% (n = 21) of the sample population. The range of 

ages was from 23 to 70 years old.  

Table 5. Age of AMS-Sponsoring Organizations’ Members  (N = 135) 

Age Frequency (f) Valid Percentage (%) 

23 – 29 

30 – 39 

40 – 49 

50 – 59 

60 – 69 

21 

24 

30 

40 

11 

16.5 

18.8 

23.5 

31.2 

8.7 

70  2 1.6 
Note. There were seven nonrespondents. 

 
Range = 23 – 70 years of age. 

Table 6 illustrates the age of respondents from each individual organization. 

There were 22 (29.3%) LPC respondents who were between 30 and 39 years of age, 19 

(25.4%) who were between 50 and 59 years of age, and 12 (15.9%) who were between 40 

and 49 years of age. Fourteen (18.7%) LPC members were in the youngest age group of 

23 to 29 years of age. The majority of AAEA respondents were in the 40 to 49 (n = 21, 

32.8%) and 50 to 59 (n = 22, 24.5%) age groups. There were no ABM AgriCouncil 

respondents under the age of 40 with a majority of respondents in the age groups of 40 to 

49 (n = 4, 33.2%) and 50 to 59 (n = 6, 49.8%). 
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Table 6. Gender and Level of Education By Organization  

 Organization 

 LPC AAEA ABM AgriCouncil 

Age f  %* f %* f %* 

23 – 29 

30 – 39 

40 – 49 

50 – 59 

60 – 69 

14 

22 

12 

19 

7 

1 

18.7 

29.3 

15.9 

25.4 

9.2 

1.3 

7 

9 

21 

22 

4 

11 

13.5 

32.8 

34.5 

6.4 

0 

0 

4 

6 

1 

0.0 

0.0 

33.2 

49.8 

8.3 

70 1 1.6 1 8.3 
Note. Missing responses: three from LPC, two from AAEA, one from ABM AgriCouncil 
LPC (n = 78), AAEA (n = 66), ABM AgriCouncil (n = 13) 

 
* Valid Percentage 

The median number of individuals employed at the companies who employ 

members of the AMS-sponsoring organizations was 27.5, with a minimum of one and a 

maximum of 3200. Twenty-nine respondents did not respond. 

 Respondents were asked which professional development events they regularly 

attended on an annual basis. As seen in Table 7, 54.8% (n = 74) of members of the AMS-

sponsoring organizations attend Agricultural Media Summit on an annual basis. Members 

who attend the National AgriMarketing Association (NAMA) annual meeting account for 

16.3% (n = 22) of the population, and 14.8% (n = 20) do not attend any professional 

development events on annual basis. LPC Regional Workshops represent 5.9% (n = 8) of 

the professional development events attended by the sample population, 4.4% (n = 6) 

attend the National American Agricultural Journalist (NAAJ) annual professional 
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development event, and 3.7% (n = 5) attend the American Horse Publication (AHP) 

annual meeting. Refer to Appendix H for a complete list of professional development 

events attended by the sample population on an annual basis. 

Table 7. Professional Development Events Annually Attended By Respondents (N = 135) 

Conference Frequency (f) Percentage (%) 

Agricultural Media Summit (AMS) 

National AgriMarketing Association (NAMA) 

Livestock Publications Council (LPC) Regional 
Workshops 

North American Agricultural Journalist (NAAJ) 

American Horse Publications (AHP) 

74 

22 

8 

 
6 

54.8 

16.3 

5.9 

 
4.4 
 

3.7 5 
 

20 Do not attend any annual meetings 

 

 
14.8 

Note. Some members attended more than one conference annually.  

Table 8 reports the sample population’s attendance to AMS conferences. The 

2005 AMS in Milwaukee, Wisconsin was attended by 38.5% (n = 52) of the sample 

population, while 34.1% (n = 46) attended the 2003 AMS in Cleveland, Ohio. Also 

accounting for 34.1% (n = 46) of the sample were those who said they had never attended 

AMS. The 2004 AMS in Tampa, Florida was attended by 31.9% (n = 43), and the 1999 

AMS in Denver, Colorado was attended by 31.1% (n = 42) of the sample. The 2002 AMS 

in Reno, Nevada was attended by 29.6% (n = 40) of the sample, 27.4% attended the 2001 

AMS in Grand Rapids, Michigan (n = 37), and 26.7% (n = 36) attended the 2000 AMS in 

San Antonio, Texas. 
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Table 8. AMS Attendance By LPC, AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil Members (N = 135) 

Year – AMS Location Frequency (f) Percentage (%) 

2005 – Milwaukee, Wisconsin 52  38.5 

2004 – Tampa, Florida 43  31.9 

2003 – Cleveland, Ohio 46  34.1 

2002 – Reno, Nevada 40  29.6 

2001 – Grand Rapids, Michigan 37  27.4 

2000 – San Antonio, Texas 36  26.7 

1999 – Denver, Colorado 42  31.1 

Have not attended any AMS 46  34.1 
Note. Some respondents have attended more than one AMS. 

Table 9 illustrates the number of times respondents have changed careers. 

Respondents who have changed careers five or more times (n = 44) in their lifetime 

represented 33.6% of the sample population. Those who have changed careers three times 

(n = 25) make up 19.1% of the sample population, while respondents with one career 

change (n = 23) accounted for 17.6%. Twenty-one respondents said they had changed 

careers four times (16%). Four respondents chose not respond to this question. 
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Table 9. Number of Career Changes of LPC, AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil Members   

Career Changes Frequency (f) Valid Percentage (%) 

1 23 17.6 

2 18 13.7 

3 25 19.1 

4 21 16.0 

5 or more 44 33.6 
Note. There were four missing responses, N =131 

Members of AMS-sponsoring organizations were asked to identify the number of 

companies they had worked for during their career as an agricultural communicator. 

Table 10 reports 34.3% (n = 46) of respondents have worked for only one company 

during their agricultural communications career, while 32.1% (n = 43) indicated they 

have worked for two companies. Respondents who have worked for five or more 

agricultural communications companies accounted for 13.4% (n = 18); three companies, 

12.7% (n = 17); and four companies, 7.5% (n = 10).There was one missing response. 

 
Table 10. Companies Respondents Have Worked For As Agricultural Communicators  

Number of Companies Frequency (f) Valid Percentage (%) 

1 46 34.3 

2 43 32.1 

3 17 12.7 

4 10 7.5 

5 or more 18 13.4 
Note. There was one missing response, N = 134 
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Respondents were asked to indicate the number of years they had been employed 

in agricultural communications. As reported in Table 11, the majority consisting of 

41.8% (n = 56) indicated they have been employed in agricultural communications for 

over 20 years. Another 17.9% (n = 24) have been employed in agricultural 

communications for the shortest amount of time of one to five years. The table also 

indicates those employed for 11 to 15 years make up 16.4% (n = 22) of the group; 14.2% 

(n = 19) of respondents were employed for six to 10 years; and 9.7% (n = 13) of 

respondents were employed in agricultural communications for 16 to 20 years. There was 

one missing response. 

 

Table 11. Number of Years Employed In Agricultural Communications   

Years Frequency (f) Valid Percentage (%) 

1 to 5  24 17.9 

6 to 10 19 14.2 

11 to 15 22 16.4 

16 to 20 13 9.7 

21 or more 56 41.8 
Note. There was one missing response, N = 134 

Table 12 illustrates reasons why respondents have not attended professional 

development conferences or events in the past. The majority of the sample population, 

consisting of 71 (64.5%), said they have not attended conferences because of schedule 

conflicts. Location was indicated by 49 (44.5%) respondents as a reason for not 

attending; 45 (40.9%) said the cost of professional development attendance was too 

expensive; 21 (19.1%) respondents indicated the question did not apply to them; 15 
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respondents (13.6%) indicated other reasons why they have not attended professional 

development conferences in the past (see Appendix I); six (5.4%) respondents stated their 

company will not allow them to attend professional development events; and one (0.90%) 

said they do not see a need for professional development. 

 

Table 12. Reasons Respondents Haven’t Attended Professional Development Events  

Reason Frequency (f) Valid Percentage (%) 

Location 49 44.5 

Too Expensive 45 40.9 

Company Won’t Allow It 6 5.4 

Don’t See A Need For PD 1 0.9 

Schedule Conflicts 71 64.5 

Doesn’t Apply 21 19.1 

Other 15 13.6 
Note. Respondents could respond to any answer that applied (see Appendix I for other 
answers provided by respondents), N = 135 

Findings Related To Objective Two 

Objective two was to identify the relationship between professional development 

conference attendance of members of LPC, AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil and their skill 

confidence. As shown in Table 13, Pearson product correlations (r) were used to 

determine the relationship between AMS attendance of the sample population and their 

confidence in certain skills. Directional analysis of the correlations found AMS attendees 

were more confident in the skills of writing, presentation, and photo editing than non-

attendees, and non-attendees were more confident in the skill areas of Web design, 
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graphic design, page layout, Adobe software, and photography. Using Davis (1971) 

conventions for determining correlational magnitude (see Table 2) positive negligible 

correlations were indicated between AMS attendance and the skill areas of writing (.06), 

presentation (.04), and photo editing (.02). Negative low correlations were found between 

AMS attendance and the skill areas of Web design (- .15), graphic design (- .13), and 

page layout (- .12), while negative negligible correlations existed between attendance and 

adobe software skills (- .08) and photography skills (- .01). 

 
Table 13. Relationship Between LPC, AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil Combined Member 
 Attendance to AMS and Skill Confidence (N = 135) 

Skill  AMS Attendance (r) 

Writing + .06 

Presentation + .04 

Photo Editing + .02 

Web Design - .15 

Graphic Design - .13 

Page Layout - .12 

Adobe Software - .08 

Photography - .01 
Note. AMS Attendance coding: Attends = 1, Does not attend = 0. 

 
*p ≤ .05, none were found to be significant. 

 
Table 14 shows the Pearson product correlations (r) between LPC members’ 

attendance to AMS and their skill confidence. Directional analysis of the correlations 

indicated LPC members who attended AMS were more confident in their writing and 

presentation skills than LPC members who do not attend. The only significant 
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relationship was found between LPC member attendance to AMS and their skill in 

graphic design. In addition, LPC members who do not attend AMS were more confident 

in their skills of page layout, Adobe Software, Web design, photo editing, and 

photography than LPC members who attend AMS. Using the Davis (1971) conventions 

(see Table 2) for describing the magnitude of correlations indicated a positive low 

relationship exists between AMS attendance and writing (.14), while a positive negligible 

correlation exists between attendance and presentation skills (.09). A negative moderate 

correlation was found between attendance and graphic design (- .30), and negative low 

relationships were found between attendance and page layout (- .20), Adobe software (- 

.19), and Web design (- .15). Negative negligible correlations with AMS attendance were 

found in photo editing skills (- .05) and photography skills (- .00). 

Table 14. Relationship Between LPC Member’s AMS Attendance and Skill Confidence  

Skill  AMS Attendance (r) 

Writing + .14 

Presentation + .09 

Graphic Design - .30* 

Page Layout - .20 

Adobe Software - .19 

Web Design - .15 

Photo Editing - .05 

Photography - .00 
Note. AMS Attendance coding: Attends = 1, Does not attend = 0. 
*p ≤ .05  
N = 78 

54 



 

Table 15 shows the Pearson product correlations (r) between AAEA members’ 

AMS attendance and their skill confidence. Correlation directional analysis indicated 

AAEA members who attended AMS were more confident in their photo editing, writing, 

photography, graphic design, and page layout skills than AAEA members who do not 

attend AMS. AAEA members who do not attend were more confident in Web design, 

presentation, and Adobe software than members who attend AMS. Positive low 

relationships existed between attendance and confidence in photo editing (.22) and 

writing (.10). Positive negligible correlations existed between attendance and 

photography (.07), graphic design (.06), and page layout (.04). A negative low 

relationships were found with presentation (- .04) and Adobe software (- .01) skills. 

Table 15. Relationship Between AAEA Members’ AMS Attendance and Skill 
 Confidence  

Skill  AMS Attendance (r) 

Photo Editing + .22 

Writing + .10 

Photography + .07 

Graphic Design + .06 

Page Layout + .04 

Web Design - .26 

Presentation - .04 

Adobe Software - .01 
AMS Attendance coding: Attends = 1, Does not attend = 0. 
*p ≤ .05, none were found to be significant. 

 
N = 66 
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Pearson product correlations (r) that existed between ABM AgriCouncil 

members’ attendance to AMS and their skill confidence are shown in Table 16. 

Correlation directional analysis indicated ABM AgriCouncil members who attend AMS 

are more confident in their presentation, photo editing, and photography skills than 

members who do not attend AMS. Members who do not attend AMS were more 

confident in their writing, page layout, Web design, Adobe software, and graphic design 

skills than members who attend AMS.  

Also shown in Table 16, Davis’ (1971) conventions for determining correlational 

magnitude indicated positive low relationships existed between attendance and skill 

confidence in presentation (.28) photo editing (.18), and photography (.16). Negative 

moderate correlations were found between attendance and skill confidence in writing (- 

.33) and page layout (- .30). Negative low relationships were found between attendance 

and skill confidence in Web design (- .16) and Adobe software (- .11), while a negative 

negligible correlation was found between attendance and graphic design (- .08). 



 

Table 16. Relationship Between ABM AgriCouncil Member’s AMS Attendance and 
 Skill Confidence  

Skill  AMS Attendance (r) 

Presentation + .28 

Photo Editing + .18 

Photography + .16 

Writing - .33 

Page Layout - .30 

Web Design - .16 

Adobe Software - .11 

Graphic Design - .08 
Note. Coding for AMS attendance: 1 = attends, 0 = does not attend. 
*p ≤ .05, none were found to be significant. 

 
N = 13 

Findings Related To Objective Three 

 Objective three identified the relationship between professional development 

attendance at the workplace and skill confidence among the three different AMS-

sponsoring organizations. As seen in Table 17, point biserial correlations were used to 

determine the relationship between participation in professional development in the 

workplace and LPC, AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil members’ skill confidence. 

Directional analysis of the correlations indicated AMS-sponsoring organization members 

who participated in professional development in the workplace were more confident in 

the skill areas of presentation, Web design, Adobe software, and writing than members 

who do not participate in workplace professional development. Members who do not 

participate in workplace professional development were more confident in the skill areas 
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of page layout, photo editing, graphic design, and photography than members who do 

participate in workplace professional development. The Davis (1971) conventions for 

determining correlational magnitude, as seen in Table 2, indicated a positive low 

relationship between workplace professional development participation and presentation 

(.13). Positive low negligible correlations were found between workplace professional 

development participation and page layout (- .08), photo editing, (- .08), graphic design  

(- .07), and photography (- .05). There were three missing respondents to this question. 

Table 17. Relationship Between Workplace Professional Development Participation and    
 AMS-Sponsoring Organizations Members’ Skill Confidence  

Skill  PD Participation at Work (rpb) 

Presentation + .13 

Web Design + .09 

Adobe Software + .05 

Writing + .05 

Page Layout - .08 

Photo Editing - .08 

Graphic Design - .07 

Photography - .05 
Note. Coding for PD workplace participation: 1 = participates, 0 = does not participate 
There were three missing respondents, N = 132. 

 
*p ≤ .05, none were found to be significant. 
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 Table 18 shows the relationship between LPC members’ skill confidence and 

their participation in professional development at their workplace. Point biserial 

correlations were used to indicate the relationship between the two variables. Directional 

analysis indicated LPC members were more confident in their writing and Web design 
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skills when they participated in professional development at their workplace than LPC 

members who did not participate. LPC members who did not participate in professional 

development at their workplace were more confident in their skills in photo editing, 

graphic design, page layout, photography, Adobe software, and presentation than 

members who participated. The Davis (1971) conventions, as seen in Table 2, indicated a 

positive low relationship between workplace professional development participation and 

writing (.16) and a positive negligible correlation between workplace professional 

development and Web design skills (.05). A negative low relationship was identified 

between workplace professional development participation and photo editing (- .25), 

which was the only statistically significant relationship. Graphic design (- .22), page 

layout (- .13), and photography (- .11) had negative low relationships with workplace 

professional development participation, while negative negligible correlations were 

indicated in Adobe software (-. 09) and presentation (- .06) skills.  

 



 

Table 18. Relationship Between Workplace Professional Development Participation and 
 LPC Members’ Skill Confidence  

Skill  PD Participation at Work (rpb) 

Writing + .16 

Web Design + .05 

Photo Editing - .25* 

Graphic Design - .22 

Page Layout - .13 

Photography - .11 

Adobe Software - .09 

Presentation - .06 
Note. Coding for PD workplace participation: 1 = participates, 0 = does not participate 
*p ≤ .05 

 
N = 78 

 Table 19 shows the relationship between AAEA members’ skill confidence and 

their participation in professional development at the workplace. Point biserial 

correlations were used to determine the relationship between the two variables and 

directional analysis indicated AAEA members were more confident in their Web design, 

presentation, Adobe software, page layout, writing, and photo editing skills when they 

participated in workplace professional development. Using the Davis (1971) conventions 

for correlational magnitude, as seen in Table 2, positive low relationships were found 

between the skills of Web design (.28), presentation (.17), and Adobe software (.16) and 

workplace professional development participation. Positive negligible correlations were 

indicated between workplace professional development participation and page layout 
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(.07), writing (.06), photo editing (.04), and graphic design (.03). No significant 

relationships were identified. 

Table 19. Relationship Between Workplace Professional Development Participation and 
 AAEA Members’ Skill Confidence  

Skill  PD Participation at Work (rpb) 

Web Design + .28 

Presentation + .17 

Adobe Software + .16 

Page Layout + .07 

Writing + .06 

Photo Editing + .04 

Graphic Design + .03 

Photography  .00 
Note. Coding for PD workplace participation: 1 = participates, 0 = does not participate 
There were three missing respondents, N = 63 

 
* p ≤ .05, none were found to be significant. 

 Table 20 illustrates the relationship indicated by point biserial correlations 

between professional development participation at work and ABM AgriCouncil 

members’ skill confidence. Directional analysis indicated the sampled ABM AgriCouncil 

members who participated in professional development at their workplace were more 

confident in the skill areas of photography, graphic design, photo editing, page layout, 

and presentation than members who did not participate in workplace professional 

development, while those members who do not participate in workplace professional 

development were more confident in their skills in writing, Adobe software, and Web 

design than members who did participate. Correlational magnitude determined by the 
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Davis (1971) conventions, as seen in Table 2, indicated positive moderate correlations 

between workplace professional development participation and the skill areas of 

photography (.40), graphic design (.36), photo editing (.36), and page layout (.32), while 

a positive negligible correlation was indicated in presentation skills (.05) and workplace 

professional development participation. A negative moderate correlation was indicated 

between the skill of writing (- .38) and workplace professional development participation, 

while a negative low relationship was identified in the Adobe software skill (- .11). A 

negative negligible correlation was found between workplace professional development  

participation and Web design skills (- .09). No significant relationships were found. 

Table 20. Relationship Between Workplace Professional Development Participation and 
 ABM AgriCouncil Members’ Skill Confidence  

Skill  PD Participation at Work (rpb) 

Photography + .40 

Graphic Design + .36 

Photo Editing + .36 

Page Layout + .32 

Presentation + .05 

Writing - .38 

Adobe Software - .11 

Web Design - .09 
Note. Coding for PD workplace participation: 1 = participates, 0 = does not participate 
* p ≤ .05, none were found to be significant. 
N = 13 
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Findings Related To Objective Four 
 

Objective four sought to identify the attitudes of members of LPC, AAEA, and 

ABM AgriCouncil towards professional development. Table 21 illustrates the frequencies 

and percentages of attitudes from each of the three different organizations towards being 

able to attend any professional development event they want. The majority of LPC 

members, which consisted of 40 (51.9%), agreed they could attend any professional 

development event they desired; 23 (29.9%) disagreed; 11 (14.3%) strongly agreed; and 

three (3.9%) LPC members strongly disagreed.  

 Table 21 also illustrates 35 (53%) of AAEA members agree they can attend any 

professional development event they want, while 19 (28.8%) disagreed. There were six 

(9.1%) AAEA members who strongly agreed (n = 6), and six (9.1%) who strongly 

disagreed. 

 As in Table 21, there were nine (69.2%) ABM AgriCouncil members who agreed 

they could attend any professional development event they desired, and two (15.4%) 

strongly agreed. There was one (7.7%) ABM AgriCouncil member who strongly agreed 

and one (7.7%) member who disagreed (7.7%) they could attend any professional 

development event they wanted. 

 



 

Table 21. Respondents’ Attitudes Towards Being Able To Attend Any Professional 
 Development Event  

Organization Frequency (f) Valid Percentage (%) 

LPC* 

 Strongly Disagree 

 Disagree 

 Agree 

 

3 

23 

40 

 

 3.9 

 29.9 

 51.9 

 Strongly Agree 11  14.3 

AAEA 

 Strongly Disagree 

 Disagree 

 Agree 

 

6 

19 

35 

 

9.1 

28.8 

53.0 

 Strongly Agree 6 9.1  

ABM AgriCouncil 

 Strongly Disagree 

 Disagree 

 Agree 

 

1 

1 

9 

 

7.7 

7.7 

69.2 

 Strongly Agree 2 15.4   
Note. Some respondents were members of more than one organization, LPC (n = 78), 
AAEA (n = 66), and ABM AgriCouncil (n = 13). 

 
*One missing LPC respondent 

 Table 22 shows LPC members had a mean response of 2.76, AAEA members had 

a mean response of 2.62, and ABM AgriCouncil members had a mean response of 2.92. 

The mode response for all three organizations was they agreed they could attend any 

professional development event they wanted. LPC members had a standard deviation of 
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.74, AAEA members had a standard deviation of .78, and ABM AgriCouncil members 

had a standard deviation of .76.   

Table 22. Descriptive Statistics of Respondents’ Attitudes Towards Being Able To Attend 
 Any Professional Development Event  

Organization Mean Mode Standard Deviation 

LPC 2.76 3.00 .74 

AAEA 2.62 3.00 .78 

ABM AgriCouncil 2.92 3.00 .76 
Note. Some respondents were members of more than one organization. 
1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Agree, 4 = Strongly Agree 

 
LPC (n = 77, one missing respondent), AAEA (n = 66), ABM AgriCouncil (n = 13). 

 As shown in Table 23, 43 (55.1%) LPC members agreed they were satisfied with 

their opportunities to attend professional development conferences, while 14 (17.9%) 

strongly agreed. There were 19 (24.4%) LPC members who disagreed they were satisfied 

with their professional development opportunities and two (2.6%) who strongly 

disagreed. 

Table 23 also illustrates 40 (60.6%) AAEA members agreed they were satisfied 

with their opportunities to attend professional development conferences, and 18 (27.3%) 

disagreed. There were six (9.1%) AAEA respondents who strongly agreed they were 

satisfied with their professional development opportunities and two (3.0%) who strongly 

disagreed. 

Also illustrated in Table 23, the majority of ABM AgriCouncil members, which 

consisted of 10 (76.9%), agreed they were satisfied with their professional development 
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opportunities, while two (15.4%) disagreed. There was one (7.7%) ABM AgriCouncil 

respondent who strongly disagreed they were satisfied with their professional  

development opportunities.  

Table 23. Respondents’ Satisfaction With Their Opportunities To Attend Professional 
 Development Conferences 

Organization Frequency (f) Valid Percentage (%) 

LPC 

 Strongly Disagree 

 Disagree 

 Agree 

 

2 

19 

43 

 

 2.6 

 24.4 

 55.1 

 Strongly Agree 14  17.9 

AAEA 

 Strongly Disagree 

 Disagree 

 Agree 

 

2 

18 

40 

 

3.0 

27.3 

60.6 

 Strongly Agree 6 9.1 

ABM AgriCouncil 

 Strongly Disagree 

 Disagree 

 Agree 

 

1 

2 

10 

 

7.7 

15.4 

76.9 

 Strongly Agree 0 

 

0.0 
Note. Some respondents were members of more than one organization, LPC (n = 78), 
AAEA (n = 66), and ABM AgriCouncil (n = 13). 
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 Table 24 shows the mean response towards being satisfied with their 

opportunities to attend professional development conferences was 2.88 for LPC 

members, 2.75 for AAEA members, and 2.69 for ABM members. The mode response for 

all three organizations was they agreed they were satisfied with their opportunities to 

attend professional development conferences. LPC member responses had a standard 

deviation of .72, AAEA member responses had a standard deviation of .66, and ABM 

AgriCouncil member responses had a standard deviation of .63. 

 
Table 24. Descriptive Statistics of Respondents’  Satisfaction With Opportunities To Attend 
 Professional Development Conferences  

Organization Mean Mode Standard Deviation 

LPC 2.88 3.00 .72 

AAEA 2.75 3.00 .66 

ABM AgriCouncil 2.69 3.00 .63 
Note. Some respondents were members of more than one organization. 

 
1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Agree, 4 = Strongly Agree 

As shown in Table 25, 49 (64.5%) LPC members agreed they had gained 

something from every professional development event they have attended, and 11 

(18.4%) strongly agreed. There were 11 (14.5%) LPC members who disagreed, and two 

(2.6%) who strongly disagreed they have gained something from every professional 

development event. 

Also seen in Table 25, 43 (66.7%) AAEA members agreed they had gained 

something from every professional development conference they have attended, eight 

(15.2%) strongly agreed, 13 (16.7%) disagreed, and one (1.5%) AAEA member who 

strongly disagreed. 
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 There were 10 (76.9%) ABM AgriCouncil members who agreed they had gained 

something from every professional development event, while three (23.1%) disagreed.  

Table 25. Respondents’ Attitudes Towards Having Gained Something From Every 
 Professional Development Event They Have Attended  

Organization Frequency (f) Percentage (%) 

LPC* 

 Strongly Disagree 

 Disagree 

 Agree 

 

2 

11 

49 

 

 2.6 

 14.5 

 64.5 

 Strongly Agree 14  18.4  

AAEA 

 Strongly Disagree 

 Disagree 

 Agree 

 

1 

13 

43 

 

1.5 

16.7 

66.7 

 Strongly Agree 8 15.2 

ABM AgriCouncil 

 Strongly Disagree 

 Disagree 

 Agree 

 

0 

3 

10 

 

0.0 

23.1 

76.9 

 Strongly Agree 0 0.0 
Note. Some respondents were members of more than one organization, LPC (n = 78), 
AAEA (n = 66), and ABM AgriCouncil (n = 13). 

 Table 26 shows the mean attitude for all AMS-sponsoring organization members 

was they agreed they had gained something from every professional development activity 

they have attended. The mean response for LPC members was 2.98, 2.95 for AAEA 

* Two missing LPC respondents 

68 



 

members, and 2.76 for ABM AgriCouncil members. The standard deviation for LPC 

responses was .66, .62 for AAEA responses, and .43 for ABM AgriCouncil responses.   

 
Table 26. Descriptive Statistics of Respondent’s Attitudes Towards Gaining Something 
 From Every Professional Development Activity They Have Attended 

Organization Mean Mode Standard Deviation 

LPC 2.98 3.00 .66 

AAEA 2.95 3.00 .62 

ABM AgriCouncil 2.76 3.00 .43 
Note. Some respondents were members of more than one organization. 

 
1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Agree, 4 = Strongly Agree 

As seen in Table 27, there were 48 (63.2%) LPC members who agreed they were 

self-motivated to seek out professional development and 16 (21.1%) who strongly agreed 

There were 11 (14.5%) LPC members who disagreed they were self-motivated to seek 

out professional development and one (1.3%) who strongly disagreed.  

There were 43 (66.2%) AAEA members who agreed they were self-motivated to 

seek professional development, eight (12.3%) who strongly agreed, 13 (20.0%) who 

disagreed, and one (1.5%) who strongly disagreed.  

Also shown in Table 27, 11 (84.6%) ABM AgriCouncil member respondents 

agreed they were self-motivated to seek professional development activities, while one 

(7.7%) strongly agreed and one (7.7%) disagreed.  
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Table 27. Respondents’ Attitudes Towards Being Self-Motivated To Seek Out Professional 
 Development Activities 

Organization Frequency (f) Valid Percentage (%) 

LPC* 

 Strongly Disagree 

 Disagree 

 Agree 

 

1 

11 

48 

 

 1.3 

 14.5 

 63.2 

 Strongly Agree 16  21.1 

AAEA** 

 Strongly Disagree 

 Disagree 

 Agree 

 

1 

13 

43 

 

1.5 

20.0 

66.2 

 Strongly Agree 8 12.3 

ABM AgriCouncil 

 Strongly Disagree 

 Disagree 

 Agree 

 

0 

1 

11 

 

0.0 

7.7 

84.6 

 Strongly Agree 1 7.7 
Note. Some respondents were members of more than one organization, LPC (n = 78), 
AAEA (n = 66), and ABM AgriCouncil (n = 13). 
*Two missing LPC respondents 

 
**One missing AAEA respondent 

Table 28 illustrates the descriptive statistics of AMS-sponsoring organization 

members’ attitudes towards their self-motivation to seek out professional development 

activities. The mode for all three organizations was they agreed they were self-motivated 

to seek out professional development activities. The mean response from LPC members 
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was 3.03, 2.89 for AAEA members, and 3.00 for ABM AgriCouncil members. The 

standard deviation of LPC responses was .64, and .62 for AAEA responses, while the 

standard deviation of ABM AgriCouncil responses was .41. 

Table 28. Descriptive Statistics of Respondents’ Self-Motivation To Seek Out Professional 
 Development Activities 

Organization Mean Mode Standard Deviation 

LPC 3.03 3.00 .64 

AAEA 2.89 3.00 .62 

ABM AgriCouncil 3.00 3.00 .41 
Note. Some respondents were members of more than one organization. 

 
1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Agree, 4 = Strongly Agree 

 
Table 29 illustrates the attitudes of LPC, AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil members 

who attend AMS towards the professional development activities at AMS. There were 31 

LPC respondents who agreed (55.4%) the professional development activities at AMS 

were informative and useful, and 22 strongly agreed (39.3%). There were two LPC 

respondents who disagreed (3.6%) and one who strongly disagreed (1.8%) AMS 

professional development activities were informative and useful.  

There were 31 (62.0%) AAEA respondents who agreed AMS professional 

development activities were informative and useful, 18 (36.0%) respondents who 

strongly agreed, and one (2.0%) AAEA respondent disagreed.  
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Also shown in Table 29, five (38.5%) ABM AgriCouncil respondents agreed 

AMS professional development activities were informative and useful, two (15.4%) 

respondents who strongly agreed, and two (15.4%) respondents who disagreed. 

Table 29. Respondents’ Attitudes Towards Professional Development Activities at AMS 
 Being Informative and Useful 

Organization Frequency (f) Valid Percentage (%) 

LPC 

 Strongly Disagree 

 Disagree 

 Agree 

 

  1 

   2 

 31 

 

1.8 

3.6 

55.4 

 Strongly Agree  22 39.3 

AAEA 

 Strongly Disagree 

 Disagree 

 Agree 

 

   0 

   1 

 31 

 

0.0 

2.0 

62.0 

 Strongly Agree  18 36.0 

ABM AgriCouncil 

 Strongly Disagree 

 Disagree 

 Agree 

 

0 

2  

5 

 

 0.0 

 15.4 

 38.5 

 Strongly Agree 2  15.4 
Note. Some respondents were members of more than one organization. 

 

Data representative of LPC (n =56), AAEA (n = 50), and ABM AgriCouncil (n = 9) 
members who attend AMS. 
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Table 30 shows the attitudes of LPC, AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil members 

who have attended AMS towards the professional development activities at AMS 

addressing topics they need to learn more about. A majority of LPC respondents, 

consisting of 37 (63.85) members, agreed AMS professional development was addressing 

topics they need to learn more about, and 16 (27.6%) LPC respondents strongly agreed. 

Four (6.9%) respondents disagreed and one (1.7%) respondent strongly disagreed.  

Table 30 also shows 38 (73.1%) AAEA respondents agreed AMS professional 

development activities were addressing topics they need to learn more about, 11 (21.2%) 

strongly agreed, and three (5.8%) disagreed. The majority of ABM AgriCouncil 

respondents, consisting of seven (70.0%) members, also agreed AMS professional 

development activities were addressing topics they needed to learn more about, while two 

(20.0%) respondents strongly agreed. One respondent (10.0%) disagreed.  

 



 

Table 30. Respondents’ Attitudes Towards Professional Development Activities at AMS 
 Addressing Topics They Need To Learn More About 

Organization Frequency (f) Valid Percentage (%) 

LPC 

 Strongly Disagree 

 Disagree 

 Agree 

 

1 

4 

37 

 

1.7 

6.9 

63.8 

 Strongly Agree 16 27.6 

AAEA 

 Strongly Disagree 

 Disagree 

 Agree 

 

0 

3 

38 

 

0.0 

5.8 

73.1 

 Strongly Agree 11 21.2 

ABM AgriCouncil 

 Strongly Disagree 

 Disagree 

 Agree 

 

0 

1 

7 

 

 0.0 

 10.0 

 70.0 

 Strongly Agree 2  20.0 
Note. Some respondents were members of more than one organization. 

 

Data representative of LPC (n =56), AAEA (n = 50), and ABM AgriCouncil (n = 9) 
members who attend AMS. 
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CHAPTER V 
 

SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
  

The purpose of this study was to evaluate the perceived professional development 

status of AMS-sponsoring organizations’ active members. Proposed variables were 

demographic characteristics, attendance to professional development events, confidence 

in agricultural communications skill areas, and attitudes towards professional 

development in general and at AMS.  

The research objectives for this study were to:  

1. Identify the demographic characteristics of agricultural communications 

professionals who are members of AMS-sponsoring organizations. 

2. Identify the relationship between professional development conference attendance 

of members of LPC, AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil and their skill confidence. 

3. Identify the relationship between participation in the workplace and skill 

confidence among members of LPC, AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil. 

4. Identify the attitudes of LPC, AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil members towards 

professional development in general and professional development opportunities 

at AMS.   

 
Summary and Conclusions 

The guiding theoretical framework for professional development status in the 

context of this study included the concepts of adult learning and organizational behavior 

and participation.  
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In order to satisfy research objective one, demographic characteristics of LPC, 

AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil members were identified. Research by the International 

Federation of Agricultural Journalists (IFAJ) shows that there is an increasing amount of 

female agricultural journalists and suggests the current average agricultural journalist is 

female (IFAJ, 2005). Frequency statistics of demographic variables showed over half of 

the sample population was male (54%) with females accounting for 46%.  

The majority of respondents had obtained a bachelor’s degree (72.2%), while 

respondents with a master’s degree accounted for 20.3% of the sample population. 

According to Doerfert et al. (2004), many agricultural communications companies 

encourage their employees to pursue a master’s degree with the view of graduate level 

courses are equal or higher in value when compared to other professional development 

options. Journalists with college degrees are likely to be 35 to 40 years old (Shultz, 

2002). The most predominately reported age range was between the ages of 40 and 59 

years old (54.7%), with the overall range of ages being from 23 to 70 years old. IFAJ 

News (2005) also suggests the average agricultural journalist is in their mid-40s. 

The mean number of individuals employed by companies who employ members 

of AMS-sponsoring organizations was 149.3, and ranged from one individual to 3,200 

employees. Doerfert et al. (2004) stated many companies employing agricultural 

communications professionals are under 200 employees, but are likely to have more 

employees by 2008.  

Among the professional development events annually attended by respondents, 

AMS accounted for 54.8% of LPC, AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil members’ attendance, 

while 22% attended the National AgriMarketing Association (NAMA) annual 
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conference. Respondents who do not attend any annual professional development 

conferences accounted for 20% of the sample population. Other frequently reported 

annual professional development events attended by respondents were LPC regional 

workshops (5.9%), the North American Agricultural Journalist (NAAJ) annual meeting 

(4.4%), and the American Horse Publications (AHP) annual meeting (3.7%). Doerfert et 

al. (2004) stated the majority of agricultural communications training through 

professional development is delivered by someone outside of a professional’s company.  

LPC, AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil members indicated they have attended the 

different locations of the AMS in an even distribution. Most of the respondents had 

attended the 2005 AMS in Milwaukee, Wisconsin (38.5%), with the 2000 San Antonio 

AMS being the least attended conference. Respondents who have not attended any AMS 

conferences accounted for 34.1% of the sample population. The most recent conferences 

in 2003, 2004, and 2005 were the most attended AMS conferences by the sample since 

1999 when it was first held.  

Schedule conflicts were the most common reason why LPC, AAEA, and ABM 

AgriCouncil members have not attended professional development events in the past, 

accounting for 64.5% of the response. Location (44.5%) and events being too expensive 

(40.9%) were the other most frequently reported reasons why members have not 

attended. These findings agree with the suggestion made by Argarwal et al. (1996) that 

the availability of resources, such as time and money, were among the main reasons why 

individuals do not elect to participate in professional development. 

Most members of LPC, AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil have had less than five 

career changes during their professional career, accounting for 66.4% of respondents, 
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while the remainder (33.4%) has had more than five career changes. Doerfert et al. 

(2004) reported the majority of corporate communications companies have an estimated 

turnover of 6% to 10%, and have increased their staff since 1998. Furthermore, 66.4% of 

LPC, AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil respondents have worked for only one or two 

companies during their career as an agricultural communicator. Respondents who have 

worked for more than five companies accounted for 13.4% of the sample. Most AMS-

sponsoring organization members have been in the agricultural communications industry 

for 21 or more years (41.8%), while 32.1% have been in the industry between one and 10 

years.  

Objective two examined the relationship between professional development 

conference attendance of LPC, AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil members and their 

confidence in agricultural communications skill areas. The researcher tested the 

relationship between attendance and skill confidence because literature states by 

participating in a professional organization, a member is showing interest in their own 

career, occupation, cognitive, and behavioral improvement (White, 2005). In addition, 

White (2005) states participation in such organizations can also enhance members’ 

perceptions that their professional needs are being met. Participation in professional 

organizations is not only a means of need fulfillment, but also entails meeting attendance 

and member communication (White, 2005). Technical communications skills, such as 

graphic design and web design (Sgobbi. 2002), as well as writing and editing skills 

(Szpekman, 2000) have been identified in previous studies as important communications 

skills professionals should possess. 
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Furthermore, advancements in technology have led to a greater need for 

possession of certain skills, knowledge, and abilities in communications, providing a 

greater need for professional development (Berge et al., 2002). Writing, presentation 

software, Web design, and computer software usage rank among the top 10 of highest 

professional development priorities (Conklin et al., 2002). 

The main reasons for professional development participation are to gain 

knowledge, improve skills, and network with other professionals (Doerfert et al., 2004). 

The sum of AMS attendance among LPC, AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil 

members who have attended AMS between 1999 and 2005 showed no significant 

relationships with any of the skill confidence areas.  

LPC members had a negative moderate relationship between their AMS 

attendance and their graphic design skills, meaning members who were less confident in 

their graphic design skills attended AMS more frequently. This was the only significant 

relationship found among LPC members. Mackeracher (2004) described the professional 

learning of information specialist as having a half-life, meaning their knowledge and 

skills require updating due to the fast pace of technological advancements. 

Within the membership of AAEA and ABM AgriCouncil, there were no 

significant relationships identified between professional development attendance and skill 

area confidence.  

The review of literature also suggested professional development participation 

within one’s workplace was also beneficial to confidence in communications skill areas. 

At-work training seminars have been indicated as preferred activities for professional 
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development (Doerfert et al., 2004). Objective three evaluated the relationship between 

professional development participation at the workplace and skill confidence.  

Employees with greater competencies in technical and organizational skills have 

access to professional growth within their company (Sgobbi, 2002). The influence of 

organization participation in the context of a workplace setting can impact the way 

professional roles are carried out (Leicht & Fennell, 1997). 

This study found no significant relationships between the combined participation 

of workplace professional development of all three AMS-sponsoring organizations’ 

members and skill confidence. However, when the relationship between the two variables 

was evaluated individually within LPC members, a significant negative relationship was 

identified between workplace professional development participation and photo editing 

skills. The relationship was interpreted as meaning LPC members are more confident in 

their photo editing skills when they did not participate in workplace professional 

development. 

There were no significant relationships identified among AAEA members’ 

workplace professional development participation and skill confidence, nor were any 

significant relationships identified with ABM AgriCouncil membership. 

Research has indicated the attitudes of individuals can impact their participation 

within an organization, and furthermore, how much the individual benefits from 

organizational membership (Rakow et al., 2005). Objective four identified the attitudes of 

LPC, AAEA, and ABM AgriCouncil members towards professional development and the 

professional development opportunities at AMS. 
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Involvement in the development and improvement process entails a professional’s 

activeness in furthering their knowledge of their profession and skills. The acquiring of 

such knowledge and skills encompasses participation in workshops, sessions, 

conferences, or coaching in the workplace to improve their professional performance 

(Sparks & Louks-Horsley, 1999). The continuing of professional improvement involves 

variations of regional, national, and international professional meetings (Caffarella & 

Zinn, 1999). 

Job satisfaction can be viewed as a reflection of a professional’s attitudes towards 

their professional performance. Journalism and communications professionals who value 

professional development possess a stronger pride in their organizations or companies in 

relation to their overall career satisfaction. Professionals with greater access to career 

development opportunities and locally conducted professional development workshops 

have also been found to have greater job satisfaction in the areas of schedule flexibility 

and relationships with their co-workers (Rakow et al., 2005).  

Overall, members from all three AMS-sponsoring organizations expressed they 

were satisfied with their opportunities, knowledge gained, and self-motivation towards 

professional development. The majority of LPC members (66.2%), AAEA members 

(62.1%), and ABM AgriCouncil members (84.6%) agreed they could attend any 

professional development they wanted.  

Most members of LPC (73%), AAEA (69.7%), and ABM AgriCouncil (76.9%) 

also agreed they were satisfied with their opportunities to attend professional 

development conferences.  
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 In regards to attitudes towards having gained something from every professional 

development event they have attended, the majority of LPC (86.9%), AAEA (81.9%) and 

ABM AgriCouncil (76.9%) members agreed.  

 Most LPC (84.3%), AAEA (78.5%), and ABM AgriCouncil (92.3%) members 

agreed they were self-motivated to seek out professional development activities. 

 Respondents who attend AMS within the three organizations also mostly agreed 

AMS professional development activities were informative and useful, and were 

addressing topics they needed to learn more about.  

 
Recommendations 

Upon completion of this study, the researcher found several further possibilities 

for research on the topic of professional development within the agricultural 

communications profession. The broad context of the agricultural communications field 

presents many opportunities for further exploration into professional development and 

membership within professional organizations. Because there are still approaches to this 

topic that remain to be researched, the following recommendations have been made:  

Practitioners 

Practitioners in the field of agricultural communications should be aware that 

individuals involved in the profession favor professional development opportunities. 

Participants of this study overwhelmingly indicated they were satisfied with their 

professional development opportunities, and more specifically their professional 

development opportunities at AMS. However, the sample also indicated schedule 

conflicts were the main reason why they were unable to attend conferences in the past. 
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Therefore, organizers of professional development events should be aware of potential 

schedule conflicts when planning dates and times. Avoiding dates when breed shows 

hosted by cattle breed associations and other annual meetings, for example, are occurring 

could aid in overall attendance and allow more individuals opportunities to attend 

professional development conferences. 

In addition, participants in this study also indicated the location of conferences 

and the expense of attending as important reasons why they have not attended 

professional development conferences in the past. Determining where a majority of 

potential attendees are located may help establish more central locations for conferences, 

and, in turn, result in higher attendance. The high expense of attending conferences can 

sometimes be linked to the location of conferences. If the conference is far away from 

where participants are located, the cost of getting to the conference is often higher, which 

may result in fewer attendees. Therefore, finding ways to keep the cost of attendance 

down may encourage higher attendance. 

Research 

 As a result of this study, the researcher has made several recommendations for 

future research on the topic of professional development evaluation within agricultural 

communications.   

The sample of this study consisted only of agricultural communications 

professionals who were members of professional organizations. Research that would 

compare the professional development attitudes of individuals who are not members of 

professional organizations with the attitudes of individuals who are members of 
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professional organizations could provide a better understanding of the role of 

professional organizations in influencing the professional development attitudes of its 

members. White (2005) stated an individual’s purpose for membership within a 

professional organization might have multiple foci, including occupational skill 

improvement, as well as their behaviors. Therefore, individuals who are members of 

professional organizations may have varying attitudes towards professional development 

than those who do not hold membership in a professional organization. One possible way 

of doing this would be to sample individuals from an agricultural media outlet who were 

not members of an organization and compare those individuals with a sample of 

professional organization members.  

Another area of further research would be to examine the size of an agricultural 

media company an individual works for and the skills the individual has to perform and 

compare the company’s size with that individual’s skill confidence. A company that is 

small in size is likely to have fewer individuals doing more tasks, where as larger 

companies allow for individuals to be more specialized in particular tasks. Therefore, the 

size of a company may influence the number of skills required for a professional, and 

impact the necessity of needing to know a broad range agricultural communications skills 

(i.e. editing, graphic design, Adobe software, etc.). 

In addition, agricultural communications is a broad profession with many jobs 

that require different types of skills. Research that evaluates skill confidence of 

individuals more specifically to their job would provide a greater understanding of skill 

confidences as they relate to each individual agricultural communications skill (i.e. 

editing, graphic design, Adobe software, etc.). For example, evaluating the skill 



 

85 

confidence of editors would concentrate on the skills of writing, editing, grammar, 

management, and organization. 

In terms of conference attendance, this study identified a few factors that have 

prevented AMS-sponsoring organizations’ members from attending conferences in the 

past, and the location of conferences and the expense of the conferences were among the 

top three most frequently noted. Therefore, the researcher recommends further research 

comparing how an individual’s conference attendance is funded with their ability to 

attend. With an individual’s personal motivation and drive for professional development 

removed from the equation, other variables may impact whether or not that individual can 

attend specific conferences. Determining if agricultural communications professionals are 

funded through their company or if they must fund their conference attendance 

themselves could lead to further insight into overall conference attendance. 

More specifically to AMS conference attendance, examining past AMS 

conferences in terms of their location and their attendance is recommended. Grouping 

past conferences into regional areas, and then comparing attendance among those areas, 

could provide AMS organizers with a better idea of where to hold future conferences in 

locations that will receive the highest attendance.  

Further evaluation of professional development attitudes should also include the 

principal of self-efficacy, or the belief in one’s capabilities to organize and execute the 

courses of action required to produce given attainments (Bandura, 1997). This principal 

would provide both a motivational process and attribution theory angle to why people 

attend conferences and participation professional development. In addition, the inclusion 
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of self-efficacy would provide theoretical support for reasons why individuals make 

certain career decisions (Bandura, 1995).  

 
Discussion 

Upon the completion of this study, there remain several aspects of discussion that 

require attention for a more thorough understanding of the results and conclusions. 

The results of this study clearly illustrated members of professional organizations 

are interested in professional development and feel it is worthwhile for the betterment of 

their professional performance. Perhaps the fact they hold membership in professional 

organizations that promote professional development by co-sponsoring a conference, 

such as Agricultural Media Summit, automatically implies they are favorable towards 

professional development, and have or will take measures towards pursuing professional 

development. Therefore, caution should be used when generalizing the results of this 

study to the entire agricultural communications population. 

The attitudinal responses from the sample population overwhelming indicated 

members of these three professional organizations are satisfied with the professional 

development opportunities available for them. Again, this could be tied back to their 

membership in a professional development-promoting organization.  

The majority of the sample population was comprised of editors of agricultural 

publications. The membership of the AAEA is predominately made up of editors, as well 

as the LPC members sampled. However, active LPC membership is based on publication 

membership, meaning the publication as a whole purchases the membership, and its 

employees become LPC members by association. While respondents were surveyed on 
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various skill areas that relate to the agricultural communications industry, their skill areas 

will naturally favor writing and editing, while tasks such as Web design, page layout, and 

graphic design, may not relate to the needed skills for their occupation. 

In addition, the ABM AgriCouncil is predominately comprised of CEOs, 

publishers, and presidents of agricultural communications-related companies. Because 

these positions generally make decisions in regards to who goes to professional 

development and how it is paid for, ABM AgriCouncil members generally may have 

expressed more satisfaction with their professional development opportunities and ability 

to attend than an organization member with less hierarchical status within a publication 

or company. Although there were limited numbers of other agricultural communications 

occupations represented in the sample, some variation in sample consistency may have 

occurred because of the different member qualifications of each organization.  

It should also be noted that before the survey was administered to the sample, a 

page from the online survey, which was housed at Zoomerang.com, was lost due to an 

unknown technical error. This page contained a question focused on reasons why 

professionals attend professional development events and conferences, which included 

the concept of networking opportunities. Because this information was unable to be 

obtained through this study, the potential influence of networking opportunities at such 

conferences should be taken under consideration.  
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APPENDIX B 
 

PRENOTICE LETTER 
 
 
May 5, 2006 
 
Dear Agricultural Communications Professional, 
  
I am a graduate student at Texas Tech University in the Department of Agricultural Education 
and Communications, and I am conducting a research study that seeks to identify the professional 
development needs that exist among agricultural communications professionals. 
 
To complete the purpose of this study, I will be surveying members of three agricultural 
communications professional organizations that attend the Agricultural Media Summit. These 
organizations include: American Agricultural Editors' Association, Livestock Publications 
Council and the ABM AgriCouncil. 
 
Because you are a member of one of these organizations, you have been randomly selected to 
participate in this study. 
 
I will be sending you a link via e-mail on Monday, May 8 that will direct you to an online 
survey. As an agricultural communications professional, your feedback will be valuable in 
improving professional development conferences and events. 
 
Your thoughts and opinions are important. It should only take you approximately five minutes to 
complete the survey. All information you provide will be kept confidential and used for data 
collection purposes only. 
 
If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me. 
   
Thank you, 
Lindsay West and Cindy Akers 
 

Lindsay West 
Graduate Assistant 
Department of Agricultural Education and Communications 
Texas Tech University  
(806) 742-2816 
lindsay.west@ttu.edu 
 
  
Cindy L. Akers 
Assistant Professor 
Department of Agricultural Education and Communications  
Texas Tech University  
(806) 742-2816 
cindy.akers@ttu.edu 
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APPENDIX C 
 

SURVEY E-MAIL 
 
 
Subject: Professional Development Needs Survey: code ________ 
 
May 8, 2006 
 
Dear __________________, 
 
I am a graduate student at Texas Tech University in the Department of Agricultural Education 
and Communications, and I am conducting a research study that seeks to identify the professional 
development needs that exist among agricultural communications professionals. 
 
I am surveying members of three agricultural communications professional organizations that 
attend the Agricultural Media Summit, which include: American Agricultural Editors' 
Association, Livestock Publications Council and the ABM AgriCouncil. 
 
You have been randomly selected to participate in this study because you are a member of one of 
these organizations. 
 
Please follow the link http://www.zoomerang.com/survey.zgi?p=WEB225ACB8F4G6 to 
complete the online survey. Enter the code ___ in the first question of the survey. The code is 
only used to keep track of those who have responded. All information provided will be kept 
confidential and used only for data collection purposes. 
 
Please complete the survey by May 31, 2006.  Your feedback will be very valuable in 
improving professional development events. It should take you less than 10 minutes to complete 
the survey. If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me. 
 
Thank you, 
Lindsay West and Cindy Akers 
 
Lindsay West 
Graduate Assistant 
Department of Agricultural Education and Communications   
Texas Tech University 
(806) 742-2816 
lindsay.west@ttu.edu 
 
Cindy L. Akers 
Assistant Professor 
Department of Agricultural Education and Communications   
Texas Tech University 
(806) 742-2816 
cindy.akers@ttu.edu

http://www.zoomerang.com/survey.zgi?p=WEB225ACB8F4G6
mailto:cindy.akers@ttu.edu
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APPENDIX D 
 

FIRST REMINDER E-MAIL 
 
 
Subject: Professional Development Needs Survey: code ________ 
 
May 15, 2006 
 
Dear _______________, 
 
Last week you received an e-mail with a link to an online survey seeking information 
about your participation in agricultural communications professional development. 
 
If you have not already completed the survey, please do so. Your participation in this 
survey is very valuable in understanding more about the professional development needs 
of agricultural communicators.  
 
Please follow the link http://www.zoomerang.com/survey.zgi?p=WEB225ACB8F4G6  
and enter the code ___ in the first question of the survey.   

Please complete the survey by May 31, 2006. 

If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me.  
 
Thank you, 
Lindsay West  
 
 
Lindsay West 
Graduate Assistant 
Department of Agricultural Education and Communications 
Texas Tech University  
(806) 742-2816 
lindsay.west@ttu.edu 

 
  
Cindy L. Akers 
Assistant Professor 
Department of Agricultural Education and Communications  
Texas Tech University  
(806) 742-2816 
cindy.akers@ttu.edu

http://www.zoomerang.com/survey.zgi?p=WEB225ACB8F4G6
mailto:cindy.akers@ttu.edu
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APPENDIX E 

SECOND REMINDER E-MAIL 
 
 
Subject: Professional Development Needs Survey: code ________ 
 
May 22, 2006 
 
Dear ______________, 
 
During the last two weeks, you have received e-mails with a link to an online survey 
seeking information about your participation in agricultural communications professional 
development. 
 
Please follow the link http://www.zoomerang.com/survey.zgi?p=WEB225ACB8F4G6  
and enter the code ___ in the first question of the survey. Your participation in this 
survey is very valuable in understanding more about the professional development needs 
of agricultural communicators.  

If you have not already completed the survey, please do so. 

Please complete the survey by May 31, 2006. 

If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me.  
 
Thank you, 
Lindsay West  
 
 
Lindsay West 
Graduate Assistant 
Department of Agricultural Education and Communications 
Texas Tech University  
(806) 742-2816 
lindsay.west@ttu.edu 

Cindy L. Akers 
Assistant Professor 
Department of Agricultural Education and Communications  
Texas Tech University  
(806) 742-2816 
cindy.akers@ttu.edu

http://www.zoomerang.com/survey.zgi?p=WEB225ACB8F4G6
mailto:cindy.akers@ttu.edu
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APPENDIX F 
 

THIRD REMINDER E-MAIL 
 

 
Subject: Professional Development Needs Survey: code ________ 
 
May 29, 2006 
 
Dear ______________, 
 
During the several weeks, you have received e-mails with a link to an online survey 
seeking information about your participation in agricultural communications professional 
development. 
 
Please follow the link http://www.zoomerang.com/survey.zgi?p=WEB225ACB8F4G6  
and enter the code ___ in the first question of the survey. Your participation in this 
survey is very valuable in understanding more about the professional development needs 
of agricultural communicators.  

If you have not already completed the survey, please do so. 

Please complete the survey by June 15, 2006. 

If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me.  
 
Thank you, 
Lindsay West  
 
 
Lindsay West 
Graduate Assistant 
Department of Agricultural Education and Communications 
Texas Tech University  
(806) 742-2816 
lindsay.west@ttu.edu 

Cindy L. Akers 
Assistant Professor 
Department of Agricultural Education and Communications  
Texas Tech University  
(806) 742-2816 
cindy.akers@ttu.edu

http://www.zoomerang.com/survey.zgi?p=WEB225ACB8F4G6
mailto:cindy.akers@ttu.edu


 

106 

APPENDIX G 
 

THANK YOU E-MAIL SENT TO RESPONDENTS 
 
 

 
Subject: Thank You  
 
Dear _______________, 
 
 
Thank you for your participation in my professional development survey for agricultural 
communications professionals. Your responses are of much value to this study and to the 
improvement of professional development in the agricultural communications profession. 
 
If you have any further questions regarding your participation in this study or the results 
of this study, please contact us by phone at (806) 742-2816 or by e-mail at 
lindsay.west@ttu.edu. 
 
Thanks again for taking the time to complete this survey. 
 
Sincerely, 
Lindsay West 
 
 
Lindsay West 
Graduate Student 
Department of Agricultural Education and Communications 
Texas Tech University  
(806) 742-2816 
lindsay.west@ttu.edu 

Cindy L. Akers 
Assistant Professor 
Department of Agricultural Education and Communications  
Texas Tech University  
(806) 742-2816 
cindy.akers@ttu.edu

 
 

mailto:Lindsay.west@ttu.edu
mailto:cindy.akers@ttu.edu
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APPENDIX H 
 

OTHER PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT EVENTS  

ATTENDED ANNUALLY PROVIDED  

BY RESPONDENTS 

 
 
 

1. ABC Annual Conference 

2. AFA Association convention, Int. Hoof-Care Summit 

3. Agricultural Relations Council Meeting 

4. Amarillo College  

5. American Horse Publications 

6. American Quarter Horse Association 

7. American Society of Executives 

8. AP and university sponsored events 

9. Canadian Farm Writers Federation 

10. Folio: The Magazine for Magazine Management 

11. Internal Company Training an Programs 

12. International Association for Food Protection (IAFP) 

13. International Association of Business Communicators (IABC) 

14. International Association of Business Editors (IABE) 

15. International Federation of Agricultural Journalists (IFAJ) 

16. Kansas Professional Communicators 

17. Kentucky Press Association 

18. Livestock Industry Outlook 
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19. Local or regional professional development workshops 

20. Local seminars hosted by outside companies 

21. LPC Regional Workshops 

22. Magazine publishing industry event 

23. Missouri Association of Publications (MAP) 

24. Mostly extension programs 

25. National Cattleman’s Beef Association 

26. National Pork Board Communicators Conference 

27. North American Agricultural Journalists (NAAJ) 

28. Oklahoma Cattleman's Association 

29. Pork Academy 

30. Public Relations Society of America 

31. Relating to better use of computer programs 

32. State Professional Communicators 

33. Texas Agricultural Industries Association 

34. Various merger and acquisition and new product development 

35. Young Dairy Leaders Institute (YDLI) 
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APPENDIX I 
 

OTHER REASONS PROVIDED BY RESPONDENTS  

FOR NOT ATTENDING PROFESSIONAL  

DEVELOPMENT EVENTS 

 
 

1. I have not been told to attend 

2. Weak program 

3. Already attend too many trade conferences 

4. Time of the year 

5. Low priority 

6. Often too busy doing job to attend 

7. Daily deadlines make attending a hassle 

8. It’s usually at our deadline 

9. Combination of time and money 

10. Use budget for story, magazine development in 14 states 

11. I prefer to limit my travel during the summer 

12. We rotate staff members who attend AMS 

13. My “development” is 30 years of practical experience 

14. Awareness of professional development events 

15. Too much design focus 
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APPENDIX J 
 

OCCUPATIONS OF RESPONDENTS 
 

Agricultural Promotions Coordinator  
Art Director 
Assistant Editor 
Associate Editor 
Associate Publisher 
Associate Publisher/Editor 
CEO 
Communications Coordinator 
Communications Coordinator/Publications 
Editor 
Communications Director 
Communications Director/Publisher 
Copy Editor/Writer 
Crops Editor 
Deputy Director, Public Relations 
Design Director 
Director of Art and Production 
Director of Communications 
Director of Communications/Editor 
Director of Communications/Managing 
Editor 
Director of Public Relations & Events, 
Editor 
Editor 
Editor in Chief 
Editor/Associate Publisher 
Editor/Executive Vice President 
Editor/Production Coordinator/Display 
Advertising 
Editor/Production Manager/Advertising 
Sales 
Editor/Publisher 
Editor/Publisher/Owner 
Editor/Writer 
Editorial Director 
Executive 
Executive Editor 
Field editor 

Freelance Journalist 
Freelance-Agricultural Photojournalist 
Freelancer 
Freelancer/Editor 
Graphic Designer 
Group Publisher 
Manager of Special Projects 
Managing Editor 
Owner 
Owner of Advertising/Marketing 
Company  
President 
President/CEO/Publisher 
President/Owner 
President/Publisher/Editor 
Public Relations Director 
Publications Coordinator 
Publications Marketing Director 
Publisher 
Publisher/Editor 
Publisher/Editor/Production Manager 
Publisher/Freelance 
Journalist/Photographer 
Sales Manager 
Section Editor in a Farm Newspaper 
Senior Communications Specialist 
Senior Director of Publications 
Senior Editor 
Senior Field Editor 
Senior Vice President/Editorial 
Vice President of Communications 
Web Editor 
Writer 
Writer/Photographer 

 



 

APPENDIX K 
 

AGRICULTURAL COMMUNICATIONS  
 

PROFESSIONAL ORGANIZATIONS  
 

 
1. American Business Media’s AgriCouncil 

2. Agricultural Relations Council (ARC) 

3. American Agricultural Editors’ Association (AAEA) 

4. Association for Communications Excellence in Agriculture, Natural Resources, 

and Life and Human Sciences (ACE) 

5. Cooperative Communicators Association (CCA) 

6. International Federation of Agricultural Journalists 

7. Livestock Publications Council (LPC) 

8. National Agri-Marketing Association (NAMA) 

9. North American Agricultural Journalists (NAAJ) 

10. National Association of Farm Broadcasters (NAFB)
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