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A Qualitative Analysis of Young Adults’ Health and Wellness
Perceptions, Behaviors, and Information Seeking
Heejae Lee
Sheri Worthy
University of Georgia
Access to health- and wellness-related resources is unprecedented, and the desire
to attain and use that information is high. However, the information is not always
accurate, and individuals may be selectively choosing the information they read
and follow. Additionally, although Americans have access to more health and
wellness information than ever before, rates of obesity, hypertension, and
sedentary lifestyles are still high. This study investigated information seeking for
health and wellness-related resources by healthy, educated, young adults and
their health and wellness perceptions and behaviors. Five focus groups were
conducted with 35 young adults to gather information about diet, exercise, sleep,
and stress management. The information-seeking skills and skepticism of
information were high for this sample. They were more informed and practiced
healthier behaviors related to nutrition and exercise than expected. However, they
were less knowledgeable about good sleep hygiene and had varying sleep
behaviors. The stress management techniques employed were a balance of
healthy and unhealthy behaviors. This study’s findings imply that it would be
useful for family and consumer sciences educators and Extension professionals to
add educational programming about good sleep hygiene and stress management
techniques in addition to nutritional and healthy activity education.
Keywords: health behaviors, wellness perceptions, information seeking, young
adults
Introduction
Family and Consumer Sciences (FCS) professionals are tasked with educating people on various
topics related to health and wellness, as this is a core component of the discipline’s body of
knowledge (Nickols et al., 2009). Misinformation and misunderstandings related to health and
wellness information are common, as is failure on the part of consumers to incorporate
knowledge into behavior. Extension professionals and FCS educators have frequent
opportunities to provide legitimate, evidence-based educational content and would benefit by
understanding what perceptions young adults currently have related to health and wellness
information, the behaviors in which they are engaging, and where they are getting their health
and wellness-related information.
Direct correspondence to Sheri Worthy at sworthy@uga.edu
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The internet has allowed consumers quick and easy access to an unprecedented amount of
information at low or no cost. One of the areas that has received much attention is health and
wellness (Chapman et al., 2010). Some reputable health promotions and interventions provide
quality health-related information to the public, but unfortunately, not all information available
to consumers is legitimate, nor is it always based in science. Information found on the internet
may have an inherent bias, with intentions to sell a product or misleading for some other reason
(Cline & Haynes, 2001). Research also shows that most consumers do not question the quality of
online health information and use evaluation criteria not recognized by existing web quality
guidelines (Diviana et al., 2016). According to Longo et al. (2010), patients often prioritize the
accessibility and comprehensibility of information over accuracy or validity. This highlights the
need for qualitative research investigating why consumers would choose possibly inaccurate
information over legitimate resources.
An increasing number of consumers prioritize the attempt to improve, maintain, and control their
health status and overall wellness (Longo et al., 2012; Zhang, 2012). These newly emerging
consumer trends in health and wellness show that people are putting in the time, money, and
effort to make well-informed decisions about medications, illnesses, health conditions, and
healthcare services.
This research investigates whether educated young adults are concerned with health and wellness
and if they behave in ways that illustrate this concern. The health and wellness perceptions,
behaviors, and information seeking of healthy, educated, young adults were explored through
focus group discussions. In these discussions, participants described their health and wellness
perceptions and behaviors, and how they determined what information they would use to inform
these behaviors. To the authors’ knowledge, this is the first qualitative study to investigate health
and wellness perceptions, behaviors, and information-seeking patterns in young adults. If
consumers are indeed more concerned with health and wellness and are changing their behaviors
based on the information they seek out, it is important to make sure these consumers are getting
accurate information.
Review of Literature
Information Search and Information-Seeking Behavior
Research by Longo et al. (2010) provides support for the complexity of health informationseeking behavior. Consumers do not take a linear approach toward behavioral change; instead,
they make decisions based on their current health needs and the already acquired information.
On a daily basis, consumers actively seek or passively receive information regarding diet,
lifestyle, and exercise routines (Longo et al., 2010). Once consumers identify a source credible
enough for their individual needs, they add the newly acquired knowledge to the already existing
web of information. Some parts are filtered out, but the information determined to be significant
or relevant is retained.
Journal of Human Sciences and Extension
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McKenzie’s (2003) research-based, socially-conceptualized continuum further explains such
information-seeking behavior: the willingness to actively search for new information varies from
creating a list of questions to merely getting advice. Many consumers utilize traditional sources
such as consultations with healthcare professionals and medical publications as well as social
networking sites (Zhang, 2012). For example, eHealth portals have recently gained popularity
due to their comparatively low cost and high degree of personalization (Chapman et al., 2010),
and they are being used by all age groups (Ybarra & Suman, 2008).
Seeking health information online can be both empowering and disempowering for consumers,
according to Korp (2005). Consumers have instant access to advanced information, and they can
access this information anonymously and conveniently. Online access to health information can
be disempowering to consumers because it widens the gap between “information rich” and
“information poor” users, which may increase anxiety and ultimately result in poorer health
(Korp, 2005).
Consumers obtain health-related information from various sources throughout their lives, such as
healthcare professionals, word of mouth, wellness programs, seminars, and digital or print media
(Longo et al., 2010). Another commonly identified source is general health education in primary
and secondary schools; however, many general health classes do not follow national standards or
are not prioritized by school district (Birch et al., 2015). If taught according to national
standards, these courses would promote both academic success and health awareness.
Hospitals and healthcare services have increasingly adopted social media for communication
purposes (Costa-Sánchez & Míguez-González, 2018). The legitimacy of health information
available to consumers varies, but patients prioritize the accessibility and comprehensibility of
the information over accuracy or validity (Longo et al., 2010). Those with higher health literacy
can better filter and discern a resource’s validity or the information than those with poor health
literacy (Longo et al., 2010). As previous studies have demonstrated, however, some users lack
the skills to confidently evaluate online health information legitimacy yet continue to attribute
validity to the information (Klawitter & Hargittai, 2018).
Perceptions of Health
Consumers acquire relevant knowledge and form their perception of health through general
education, professional advice, and personal experiences (Brooks & Moore, 2016; McKenzie,
2003). A commonly used method to assess people’s opinions about health is to ask the
respondents themselves. Self-rated health measures take a holistic, ecological approach by
incorporating feelings and attitudes toward health and life to broaden the concept of health,
instead of merely considering health from a deficit approach (Ahlborg et al., 2017). It also
encompasses the level of health literacy (Inuzuka et al., 2018) and can provide a bigger picture of
the respondents’ opinion and definition of health (Idler & Benyamini, 1997).
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According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, most Americans perceive their
overall health to be in relatively good condition, with only 11.9% of respondents rating their
health as fair or poor (National Center for Health Statistics [NCHS], 2018). Unfortunately,
Americans are not, in fact, as healthy as they think. The leading causes of death in 2015 and
2016 were heart disease, malignant neoplasms (cancer), and chronic lower respiratory diseases,
disregarding accidents (Raghupathi & Raghupathi, 2018). According to recent research, COVID19 has become the third leading cause of death in the U.S. (Zhou & Stix, 2020). It is more
prevalent among those with medical conditions such as obesity, diabetes, heart disease, severe
asthma, or compromised immune systems (Williamson et al., 2020). The prevalence of obesity,
hypertension, and sedentary lifestyle actively contribute to the country’s growing health
problems (Raghupathi & Raghupathi, 2018), but many remain oblivious or negligent.
There has been an increased number of mental health-related issues and illnesses in America,
especially among young adults and college students (Flatt, 2013). According to the National
Institute on Mental Health (NIH, 2019), in 2017, young adults aged 18-25 years had the highest
prevalence of any mental illness (AMI; 25.8%) compared to adults aged 26-49 years (22.2%) and
aged 50 and older (13.8%). NIH defines AMI as a “mental, behavioral, or emotional disorder.
AMI can vary in impact, ranging from no impairment to mild, moderate, and even severe
impairment” (NIH, 2019, Definitions section).
Self-reported anxiety and depression have increased since April 2020, especially in younger
people, women, the less educated, and some racial minority groups (NCHS, 2020). Although
more students are seeking help (Flatt, 2013), discussion of mental health is still stigmatized
among African Americans (Brooks & Moore, 2016) and Asian American (Na et al., 2016)
communities. Due to poor mental health literacy in these demographics, many patients do not
consider mental health a crucial part of overall health and wellness and refrain from actively
seeking out the help they need (Na et al., 2016).
Theoretical Framework
The human eco-system theory was the theoretical basis for this research. This theory asserts that
the individual is part of a system, interdependent within its natural physical-biological, humanbuilt, and sociocultural environment (Nickols, 2003). Human eco-system theory is synergistic
and integrative, making it useful for studying various family and consumer issues (Nickols,
2001). This theory expands on human ecology theory, which focuses on humans as they interact
with their environment as biological organisms and social beings (Bubolz & Sontag, 1993).
Many interrelated systems are also at play related to health and wellness. For instance, Taylor
(2018) recently suggested four “unmedicated” pillars of health, illustrating emotional, spiritual,
physical, and social wellness to advocate natural wellness and anti-medication reliance. Eight
Dimensions of Wellness used by the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration (SAMHSA, n.d.) and many others include additional aspects such as
environmental, financial, intellectual, and occupational. As the research and popular press on
Journal of Human Sciences and Extension
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overall health and wellness become more specific and subdivided, the landscape of health and
wellness continues to grow. The human eco-system theory encompasses many holistic
recommendations, such as how one’s environment or financial health can affect physical health.
For this study, researchers focused on the physical, environmental, social, mental, and spiritual
aspects of health and wellness.
Research Questions
To determine whether increasing health issues result from inaccurate or incomplete healthrelated information, it is important to assess how and where people get their health-related
information, how they perceive that information, and whether that information is related to their
behavior. Because an average American exhibits considerable difference between their selfperceived health and actual health, investigating a population with smaller difference (i.e., those
with better actual health) would provide deeper insights into consumer self-perception and
cognitive dissonance related to health and wellness. As a starting point, this study focused on a
population of educated, healthy, young adults. The authors hypothesized that this population is
less likely to have serious health problems compared to others due to higher education levels,
more accessible healthcare and health-related information, and younger ages.
The purpose of this research was to determine where educated, healthy, young adults acquire
health and wellness-related information, examine how they perceive their health and wellness,
and investigate whether they engage in healthy behaviors or perceive that they do. Based on the
review of existing literature, these research questions formed the foundation of this study:
1. How do educated, healthy, young adults acquire health-related information?
2. What are the perceptions of health and wellness among educated, healthy, young
adults?
3. In what kinds of health and wellness-related behaviors do educated, healthy, young
adults engage?
Methods
Study and Sample
The researchers took a qualitative approach for an in-depth exploration of healthy, young adults’
opinions related to health and wellness, focusing on the socially constructed nature of reality.
Before proceeding, the Institutional Review Board approved the study. The sample included
students at a large public university in the Southeastern U.S. Participants were required to be
healthy, educated, young adults. This was defined as being a currently enrolled college student, a
nonsmoker, a regular exerciser, having a healthy body mass index (BMI) score (between 18.5
and 24.9), and aged 18 to 25 years old. During the first recruitment phase, we posted flyers
illustrating the purpose of the study, qualifications, and incentives around populated areas of the
university campus, such as student centers and residence halls. In the second recruitment phase,
Journal of Human Sciences and Extension
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academic advisors sent emails with the flyer attached to the general student body. Interested
participants voluntarily filled out an online consent form and an anonymous online pre-screening
questionnaire on Qualtrics that assessed their participation eligibility. Responses that did not
meet the criteria were immediately deleted, yielding a total of 88 pre-screened responses.
Thirty-four students participated in focus group discussions. Because some students were double
majors, 38 different majors from nine Colleges and Schools across the campus were represented.
Among these majors, not many (13.2%) were directly related to health; however, a majority of
majors (73.7%) seemed to have relevance with a broad definition of consumer wellness,
concerning various “pillars.” Popular majors represented in this sample included Animal
Science, Environmental Economics and Management, and Nutritional Sciences. The
demographic breakdown of participants included 11 men and 23 women; 17 were White, 10
were Asian, 3 were Black/African American, 3 were of mixed race, and 1 identified as other.
Nine freshmen, 4 sophomores, 8 juniors, 11 seniors, and 2 graduate students comprised the
sample.
Procedures
Five focus group sessions, each with four to nine students, took place over two weeks in
February 2019. Researchers emailed qualified participants a link to sign up for a 90-minute-long
focus group session at their preferred time. At the focus group discussion, subjects read and
signed an informed consent form and completed a brief survey about their demographics, health
information, and perception of personal well-being. Focus group sessions were audio-recorded
while participants discussed various health and wellness-related topics. Participation was
voluntary, as participants did not have to answer all questions if they were uncomfortable.
Student participants were asked to make a name card with a pseudonym if desired to protect their
anonymity. Students who participated in the entire focus group were given a $25 gift card.
The researchers came from different educational, age, and ethnic backgrounds. Both researchers
were present at the focus group meetings and actively took notes. One researcher, who had prior
focus group experience, facilitated the discussion by asking the questions in Table 1. The second
researcher transcribed the notes after the focus group discussions concluded.
Table 1. Focus Group Questions
1. Would you consider yourself a healthy eater? What does this mean?
2. Do you take any dietary supplements?
3. Do you pay attention to ingredients in food/nutrition labels? What specifically?
4. Do you have a regular exercise routine? What does it consist of?
5. Do you get enough sleep? What does this mean to you?
6. How do you manage stress?
7. Do you know what mindfulness is, and do you practice it?
8. What does a healthy social support system look like to you?
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Measures
The pre-focus group survey included two quantitative measures of health and wellness.
Participants indicated overall self-rated health on a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being extremely poor
and 10 being extremely healthy. Another question was a modified version of Cantril’s Ladder, a
question designed to examine overall perception of life satisfaction (Levin & Currie, 2014).
Participants viewed a picture of a ladder and were asked to imagine the top of the ladder as the
best possible life (6) and the bottom as the worst (1). They then indicated where on the ladder
they felt they were standing at present.
Analytical Strategy
The lead researcher manually created a Microsoft Word transcription of the notes taken during
the sessions. Both researchers conducted qualitative analysis on the transcriptions of the audio
recordings of the sessions using best practices suggested by DeVaney et al. (2018) and Lee
(2014). We used Excel for coding the data. We then identified potential themes of health and
wellness-related information source, perception, and behavior from the transcriptions and
manually identified and coded them. Each researcher analyzed the data separately and identified
themes. The researchers then compared their analyses and agreed on themes establishing interrater reliability, but it was not numerically calculated. Collecting the information from five
different focus groups of varying sizes, held at different times of day, in different locations, and
with students with varying demographics ensured trustworthiness and triangulation of the data.
To achieve validity, participants were asked to read the analyses and provide feedback on the
researchers’ interpretations.
Results
Perceptions of Health and Wellness
The healthy, young adult participants in this study had higher perceptions of their health and
wellness than the mid-point of the scales used for the quantitative measures of health and
wellness. Overall self-rated health scores ranged from 5 to 10, with a mean of 7.74. The modified
Cantril’s Ladder responses ranged from 3 to 6, with a mean of 4.39.
To further address the research question related to perceptions of health and wellness and to
address the research questions related to health and wellness behaviors and health-related
information, the researchers identified six themes related to the participants’ perceptions of
health and wellness: 1) balance and moderation, 2) emphasizing healthy while reducing
unhealthy, 3) mindfulness, 4) irregularity due to busy schedules, 5) skepticism, and 6)
importance of education. The focus group results discussed below are based on these themes. All
names are the pseudonyms chosen by the participants. Some direct quotes were cross-referenced
in more than one theme.
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Balance and Moderation
Although definitions of healthy eating varied among the participants, many considered regular,
balanced meals consumed in moderation as healthy. Dominic described a healthy diet as “a
balanced meal – not just all vegetables, not just all protein – but a good moderation, just a mix.”
Rachel shared a similar observation, “[Healthy eating] is eating in moderation and getting
balance from all the food groups. … I think of salad or something, but it’s not healthy to eat
salad like every day.” When looking at nutrition labels, participants paid attention to calories and
serving sizes as they compared the written values to the daily-suggested limit as Ryan observed,
“I usually try not to go above the serving size. I try to stay under it.”
Many participants had regular gym time built into their weekly schedule and a balanced workout
routine, including different types of exercise and working on different parts of the body. Some
incorporated alternative methods such as receiving personal or intensive training, participating in
team sports, or using mobile applications or an online program. Two male participants had
unbalanced exercise routines as they had incorporated limited cardiovascular exercise paired
with more than sufficient strength training.
The daily habits of participants showed some balance. A majority of the students consciously
included more walking into their day by avoiding taking the bus around campus or walking to
and from home. However, some did not consider walking as part of their exercise and
underestimated their moderate-intensity exercise amount in the survey. For example, Sam
shared, “I walk everywhere, but I don’t count it as exercise.” At least some of the participants in
this study consciously attempted to get enough sleep in their schedules, such as Ryan, “I try to
get seven to eight hours. It helps that I don’t have any eight-ams. … I avoid having eight-ams by
scheduling” and Chandler, “I do get enough sleep. A lot of people get like three to five hours of
sleep before an exam, but I always get at least seven hours.”
Some participants prioritized balance in their social life as well. Hannah stated, “I find it
important to have a diverse range of people that I interact with … it just helps me open up and be
a mindful person and constantly, hopefully learning new things, new perspectives. That to me
feels healthy.” Annie also shared, “It’s also really important to have boundaries and not just have
one friend or one boyfriend or one person who you expect to meet your every need in life.”
Emphasizing Healthy while Reducing Unhealthy
Healthy eating behavior was often characterized by consuming nutrients from fruits, vegetables,
and whole grains while controlling or abstaining from certain ingredients or foods, such as soda,
sugar, sodium, frozen, fried, or fast foods. FR said, “I eat fruits all the time, veggies all the time.”
Hannah said, “I eat more vegetables and whole grains.” Savannah said, “I normally eat
vegetables and try to stay away from fast foods.”
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Most participants had their own perception and behavior pattern regarding food and nutritional
labels. Many of them examined the ingredients list as a whole or at least the first few ingredients
and preferred lists with fewer, more simple ingredients. Chandler noted, “I’ll take a look at the
calories real quick, then sugar, and the first few ingredients because they are the main ones and
make up most of the food,” and Melissa said, “something with less ingredients, I usually think as
better.”
Many participants focused on specific ingredients and tried to avoid or minimize ingredients
such as sugar, sodium, corn syrup, palm oil, gelatin, or saturated fat. The reasons for avoiding
these particular ingredients were based on the individuals’ perceptions formed by something they
had read or heard recently or developed through growing up in households that emphasized
certain values and ingredients.
A few participants also paid attention to toxins and chemicals in nonfood products, like Melissa:
I’ll spend extra money on buying products without certain ingredients. There are a few
that I … experienced that affect my skin in certain ways, so I try to opt for cruelty-free
items, or when I can afford it, vegan items, depending what is in there.
Mindfulness
Participants seemed to practice mindfulness in different areas of life, including eating, sleep, and
stress management. Some participants noted they tried to be mindful of how their body was
feeling when eating. Molly described healthy eating as “having a healthy relationship with food”
and “incorporat[ing] as many things as [one] can to [one’s] plate.” Sierra said, “Being wellnourished, being mindful of making sure [one is] having enough fruit, vegetables, a balanced
diet.” She also added, “If [your body] needs a certain amount of calories to keep up with your
activity, certain vitamins to keep up with what you do throughout the day.” She had a similar
opinion about sleep:
Six to seven hours is what I really think I need; eight is great but not really necessary. It’s
really about being well-rested; if I wake up the next morning and I still feel tired and I
can’t function, I didn’t get enough rest.
When asked about stress management methods, many participants seemed to have positive
coping mechanisms. Among the varied answers, exercise, music, talking, and
cleaning/organizing were most frequently stated. Blake was unique in his answer but seemed to
have a good handle on stress management, “I love outdoors. I go fishing. I live 45 minutes away,
so when I go home, I enjoy being in the woods. No screen, no asphalts, no concrete.” Mia
handled stress in different ways, “I also take a bath, do a face mask, and hang out with friends.”
Some participants preferred meditation, but there were equal numbers who had not tried it or did
not find it appealing. Some focused on eliminating the stressor itself by just completing the
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stressful tasks or making to-do lists. Claiming he has little to no stress, Fred nonchalantly said,
“if I have a test next week, I’ll worry about it later.” All but four of the focus group participants
seemed to perceive mindfulness as something to which they aspired; however, their behaviors
illustrated most of them continue to struggle with this. Some students also used relatively
negative stress coping methods, such as eating, crying, screen time, and drinking alcohol. Two
participants confessed their struggles with depression and anxiety, and three expressed their need
to find more positive methods to deal with stress.
Irregularity Due to Busy Schedules
All but four participants in this study identified themselves as at least moderately healthy eaters,
but a quarter of the participants mentioned their diet is often compromised due to stress or busy
schedules. For example, Elly stated, “I try to eat as healthy as possible, but when I have a bunch
of exams one week, I kind of just eat whatever’s available and whenever I have a chance.” And
Jisoo indicated having little time to eat due to his class schedule: “I don’t think I’m a healthy
eater because especially my schedule right now, on Tuesdays and Thursdays, I have five classes
back-to-back, so it’s a lot. I eat a lot before and after classes.”
About half of the participants had sleep schedules characterized by irregularity and insufficiency.
June was a good example of this:
If I don’t have anything the next day, I’ll probably sleep for the next 12 to 14 hours, and
I’ll still be tired. If I have something to do that night, I’ll probably get two to three hours
of sleep; I’ll be fine the next morning but tired throughout the day. There’s a constant
irregularity in my sleep.
Many participants tried to supplement insufficient sleep with naps. For example, Jackie admitted,
“but every afternoon, I take a nap for usually about one-and-a-half to two hours. Sometimes it
would turn into four hours by accident, but usually two hours. But I feel rested.” Others used
“power naps” to make up for insufficient sleep. Bhoochie hypothesized, “I think power napping
is necessary for restoring your sleep cycle and kind of gets you back into the zone so to speak,
because it just provides a caffeine boost.”
Others were too anxious to take naps because of their busy schedule. Elly expressed, “I get
nervous when I’m idle for too long. Because I feel like there is something I need to be doing, and
I don’t know what it is.” Two participants suffered from diagnosed sleep disorders, several knew
they lacked sufficient sleep, and others noted they did not sleep much but “felt fine.” The
information sources that some participants used to obtain sleep-related information were medical
professionals, mobile apps, documentaries, and academic papers.
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Skepticism
Participants expressed skepticism about multivitamins and whether they are effective due to
conflicting viewpoints and research results. Ben commented that “multivitamins are kind of like
placebos,” confirming that he has never regularly used them. A few participants even perceived
certain vitamins as harmful, such as Taj stating, “the FDA doesn’t even regulate supplements.”
Some participants asserted the importance of well-balanced meals over supplements by stating,
“vitamins must come from food” and “it’s better to just think of [dietary supplements] as
complement[s] rather than supplement[s].”
Others were skeptical not to be swayed by different packaging methods as Hannah expressed
aggravation with nutrition labeling, “I find it frustrating that the percentage values … are based
on an assumed serving size. I often have to get out my calculator to do the comparisons.” There
was also skepticism about phrasing on the package’s front since some products often include
certain phrases “to make the price higher,” as Peter suggested.
Most participants acknowledged that online resources related to health and wellness are subject
to bias and inaccuracy and had skeptical perceptions about them. Rachel said, “nowadays, you
have to look at who funded this. And there’s so much involvement with the government and the
foods and stuff … it’s so hard as an average consumer to not fall for it.” Taj also stated:
Generally speaking, I don’t trust information coming from many sources. … I’m very
mindful of who I actually listen to … when I read some articles, I feel like I can see
through façades … when it’s false information, exaggerated propaganda. … Nowadays,
people just put whatever they want to on the internet. I think you’re responsible for what
type of information you take on and digest.
Related to the research question about how educated, healthy, young adults acquire healthrelated information, some participants in this group said they regularly used the internet for food
blogs or YouTube for recipes. Others displayed more active information-seeking behaviors, such
as reading academic papers and legitimate online sources, as described above. Some were
passive and did not seek out any information. The more passive participants identified hard-tomiss pieces of information such as informational posters and napkin holders placed around
university dining halls.
Importance of Education
Many participants seemed to have a good grasp on the legitimacy of health-related information
sources. Their foundations of health-related knowledge have been rooted in their elementary
education, affirmed through easily accessible sources such as informational posters or table tents
in school dining halls, and often further developed through college courses in consumerism,
health, or nutrition. Some were naturally introduced and exposed to different news reports and
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current events due to their academic majors, such as agricultural economics, food science, or
environmental economics, and had developed familiarity and critical viewpoints. Dane said, “my
major is ag econ, so we have to break down a lot of news reports, and journalism techniques,
[the] type of viewer. … They just use buzzwords and skewed outlooks.”
Several used well-informed search techniques, such as reading academic papers, to learn about
health and wellness. For example, Siwa informed the group, “I go online, and I do try to see that
it’s from a credited physician, doctor, or researcher. I look at the source as well to see if it’s
credible or not.” Sam said, “I would read .org, .gov websites and then science magazines because
there are a lot of science magazines that post articles about different protein sources.” Due to
research she was currently doing, Melissa used a “combination of going into literature…doing
my fair share of searching the information online because of the audience I have access to, just
talking to people in particular fields of work.” Some depended on the advice of friends and
family or health professionals such as physicians and registered dieticians and incorporated this
advice into their behaviors.
Discussion
So, how do educated, healthy, young adults acquire health-related information? In this study, the
educated, healthy, young adults were fairly sophisticated consumers related to their information
seeking for health and wellness resources. They were mostly educated or well-informed about
general dietary and physical health, legitimacy of scientific versus non-scientific online
resources, and current health-related news, including different products, ingredients, and media
trends. The participants in this study had high health literacy (Longo et al., 2010) and were likely
“empowered” consumers as defined by Korp (2005). The findings in this research counter
previous research findings that consumers prioritize accessibility and understandability of
information over accuracy or validity (Longo et al., 2010), but probably because this was an
educated audience. For instance, it was observed that students were cautious with the use of
eHealth portals. As may be a sign of the times we are currently living in and now inherent in this
generation, many participants had skepticism and distrust of information, often regardless of the
source. However, considering the sample consisted of college students, examining the general
public’s skepticism level would be necessary for policymakers to develop efficient educational
resources on the legitimacy of health-related information.
What are the perceptions of health and wellness, and in what health and wellness behaviors do
educated, healthy, young adults engage? Exceeding the researchers’ expectations, the majority of
participants were mature and well informed about their health perceptions, attitudes, and
behaviors. Most of these students perceived themselves as having achieved balance and
moderation in their health- and wellness-related actions, especially regarding exercise and diet.
These young adults also listened to their bodies and paid attention to what their bodies needed.
Through behaviors such as “having a healthy relationship with food” and being “mindful” about
their overall wellness, these young adults were treating their bodies as a synergistic, integrative
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system influenced by the environment around them, thus supporting the human eco-system
theory (Nickols, 2003). Their highly rated self-rated health and their actual health seemed to
agree overall. However, the gap between the “information rich” and “information poor” students
(Korp, 2005) was occasionally observed as some students did not actively seek health-related
information from legitimate sources.
The theme of “balance and moderation” came up repeatedly in the conversations about health
and wellness. These educated, healthy, young focus group participants displayed balanced,
moderate perceptions toward diet, exercise, sleep, stress management, and social life. Their
behaviors in these health and wellness areas also demonstrated moderation and balance.
Most of these students seemed to have a perception of what was healthy versus unhealthy but
were not extreme in their behaviors toward these foods or ingredients. A theme emerged of
prioritizing adding more “healthy” items to their daily routines and minimizing, but not
necessarily completely avoiding, some of the less healthy items. This theme was labeled
“emphasizing healthy while reducing unhealthy.”
Students in this study used healthy more than unhealthy stress management techniques, but this
was also an area where even the healthiest in the group admitted they could use improvement.
There was a misunderstanding of meditation in that those opposed to it thought they were just no
good at sitting still. It was difficult to gauge the students’ overall mental health status, as its
stigmatization in certain racial groups and the increase in students seeking professional help
observed in previous studies were not apparent from the focus group.
College students typically find themselves under much stress. The American College Health
Association (ACHA, 2019) reported that 75.9% of college students reported moderate to high
stress levels in the last 12 months. Participants in this research also expressed stress but knew of
positive ways to deal with it. Regardless of whether they were appropriately dealing with stress,
these students seemed to be mindful of what they could or should be doing to cope.
Questions regarding sleep and stress management showed varied results. While some
participants took active measures to make sure they were acquiring what is considered an
adequate amount of sleep each night, others had irregular or insufficient sleep patterns due to
busy college life or sleeping disorders. A few admitted to regularly getting only two to four
hours of sleep per night. Naps ranged from some who took two- to three-hour naps to those who
took 10 to 20 minute “power naps” to “restore [their] sleep cycle” and recover from the
accumulated sleep debt. A few were anxious in their nap-taking because they valued constant
productivity over getting more rest. Although they did not get enough sleep, a few participants
reported the physical capacity to function well throughout their day and even achieving more by
making good use of the extra time in hand. The poor sleeping patterns of college students
demonstrated by previous research (with 61.9% indicating their total sleep quality as “poor” by
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Becker et al., 2018) also shows consistency with our results, suggesting that sleep was the health
area the participants knew the least about and struggled with the most.
Compared to the majority of the focus group participants’ generally healthy responses to other
questions, the responses related to healthy or enough sleep were much less consistent. This
inconsistency might be attributed to the sample’s common characteristic of being college
students. The theme of “irregularly due to busy schedules” emerged from the responses.
A theme of skepticism emerged from the research question about how educated, healthy, young
adults acquire health-related information and their perceptions of health and wellness. Several
engaged in active information seeking from legitimate sources due to this skepticism. These
young adults seemed aware that misinformation around health and wellness claims was
pervasive and behaved to protect themselves from potential harm.
Due to the complexity and sometimes inaccuracy of health and wellness information available to
consumers, it was expected that even these educated, healthy, young adults would be confused
about information available to them in these areas and that they would be engaging in
unbalanced or perhaps extreme health-related behaviors. However, the individuals in these focus
groups, for the most part, were well informed about health and wellness and balanced in their
approach to diet and exercise. Sleep and stress management are the two areas where this
audience needs more education and guidance.
Similar responses informed a theme about the importance of education. These responses also
further answer the research question about how these young adults acquire health-related
information. Each student’s major and the courses they had taken may have influenced their
answers. The focus group participants included two nutritional sciences, two environmental
sciences, one food science, one dietetics, and one advertising major. Students in these majors
would most likely have a general interest in the relevant topics and have been exposed to the
academic literature. It is also possible the more senior-level college students are at an advantage
as consumers since they may have learned how to do research and where to search for relevant
information in their classes. A recent study found that faculty consistently ranked juniors and
seniors higher than freshmen and sophomores in their information skills such as search strategy,
finding resources, differentiating source types, evaluating sources, and citing sources
(Huddleston et al., 2019).
This research provides a first step into understanding how young adults determine valid health
information and apply it to their lives. In the current climate of misinformation, lack of trust of
authoritative sources, and a major public health crisis (e.g., the COVID-19 pandemic), this topic
is of great importance.
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Limitations
Due to the nature of focus group interviews, some limitations include possible lack of depth or
fidelity of the responses, especially on sensitive topics such as mental health. A reporting bias
may have occurred because participants filled out two surveys on different platforms and were
surrounded by other supposedly healthy individuals during the discussions. Some questions were
asked inconsistently among different groups because of the direction of the discussions. Because
of the order in which the questions were asked, some participants interpreted certain questions
differently than the researchers’ intentions. Not all pillars of wellness were clearly observed due
to the generalized questions. Also, the five groups varied in size and were slightly different from
the university population’s demographic makeup as a whole. The agriculture/environmental
sciences college was overrepresented in the sample and may have skewed the data. These
students’ intrinsic interests in the wide-ranging wellness topics seemed to have encouraged their
participation in this study. It is also worth noting that because the participants were purposely
pre-screened as “healthy” overall, there was no reference point for comparison, such as less
healthy or older participants.
Implications for Research and Practice
Future research should be conducted using a larger, more representative sample allowing
researchers to stratify respondents by self-reported health status to understand better any
differences in health perceptions, behaviors, and information seeking between healthy and
unhealthy adults of different ages. This larger, more representative sample should also more
specifically address the link between information sources and health perceptions and behavior.
Because irregular sleep patterns were revealed as an issue for many of the otherwise healthy
young adults, this should be further investigated. Having a busy schedule was a commonly
identified hindrance to a healthy sleep schedule. Thus, colleges and education policymakers
should increase awareness of the problem and investigate strategies for lightening the academic
or financial burden to encourage healthy sleeping. FCS educators in high school and college, as
well as 4-H educators and Extension professionals, can teach good sleep hygiene by using
resources such as the “Sleep: As Important as Diet and Exercise for all Ages” Extension
publication (Elmore-Staton, 2017). Healthy sleep habits such as: going to bed and getting up at
the same time each night; keeping one’s bedroom cool, quiet, and dark; removing electronics
from the bedroom; refraining from caffeine, alcohol, or large meals before bedtime; and being
physically active during the day (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2016) can
be advocated.
Stress management was also an issue for many of the young adults in this study. Colleges and
universities nationwide are starting to focus on mental health services for students and should
continue to do so. This is especially pertinent given the increased anxiety and depression
reported by young adults due to the COVID-19 pandemic (NCHS, 2020).
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All components of well-being should be taken into account in FCS and Extension educational
programming. However, sleep and stress management techniques may be two areas for
researchers and educators to focus on moving forward. Additionally, education about legitimate
sources of information available would help consumers in all age groups, as there is confusion
about best practices in all areas related to health and wellness, even among the most educated
and healthy subgroups.
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“Making time to make a difference”: Program Effects of a Cultural
Competency Training
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By the year 2044, more than half the United States population will be non-white.
Extension is faced with the challenge of being inclusive in our multicultural
world; thus, it is important that Extension educators receive cultural competency
training. Cultural competency training based on and informed by intercultural
theory and practice leads to increased awareness and knowledge and changes in
professional practices. This paper presents qualitative evaluation results to
document outcomes of an 18-hour cultural competency training for Extension and
outreach professionals. The study focused on two research questions: Does
cultural competency training impact professional practice of Extension and
outreach professionals? What factors facilitate or inhibit the practice of new
interculturally appropriate behaviors? An evaluation protocol was intentionally
designed to test participants’ knowledge, skills, and professional practice
changes. Previous work showed changes in knowledge and skills at post-training,
as well as at six-month follow-up. Our findings in this study reflect that
participants did make changes in some significant professional practices. It is
possible to provide professionals with the knowledge and skills to make real
change in their practices to better serve their communities.
Keywords: Cultural competence, diversity training, cultural competence training
Introduction
Land-grant universities (LGUs) maintain that higher education should be open to all and have the
mission of providing liberal and practical education to prepare the citizenry for the labor market
(Campbell, 1995; Gavazzi & Gee, 2018; McDowell, 2001). The mission of the LGU is trifold:
research, teaching, and outreach. In most LGUs, the outreach component is implemented
primarily by the Cooperative Extension or Extension System. Extension originated in 1914 with
the passage of the federal Smith-Lever Act:
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The mission of Extension is to identify community needs and to support the development
of community practices, informed by university research, to meet those needs. Countybased personnel serve as the link between campus-based researchers and community
agencies, translating research to practice on the one hand and informing the research
agenda of the university on the other. (Cooper et al., 2016, p. 37)
Extension offices, funded by federal, state, and county governments, continue to function today
in most counties throughout the United States and territories (United States Department of
Agriculture, 2018). However, many populations remain underserved, and the Extension system
faces the challenge of being inclusive in our multicultural world. As a result, it is important that
Extension educators receive training on intercultural knowledge and competence (Iverson, 2008).
This will be ever more important as the population make-up of the United States becomes more
and more diverse. It is projected that by the year 2044, more than half of the United States
population will belong to a non-white racial/ethnic and by 2060, nearly one in five of the United
States’ population will be foreign-born (Colby & Ortman, 2015). In 1999, The Change Agent
States for Diversity project was initiated to take on this task of inclusion. The goal of the project
was to “build the capacity of land-grant universities to function inclusively and effectively in a
multicultural world” and “set standards and implement a vision for supporting healthy, thriving,
culturally diverse communities through Extension, research, and academic programs” (Ingram,
2006, Introduction section, para. 4).
Many efforts have been made within Extension to increase their educators’ cultural competencies
with programs that vary in design from video/discussion series to professional development
curriculum to cross-cultural immersion programming (Daniel et al., 2014; Guion et al., 2004;
Ingram, 2013). Studies specific to cultural competency training have suggested that knowledge
and satisfaction gains have outweighed changes in behavior and attitudes (Perry & Southwell,
2011). For example, an immersion program in Mexico conducted with Extension educators from
the University of Georgia found that “most of the participants noted that no changes had been
implemented in their current programming since they had returned” (Daniel et al., 2014,
Programmatic Difficulties, para. 1). The most notable criticism of these efforts is the lack of
evidence regarding their impact on related professional behaviors. To address this gap in the
literature, we present evaluation results related to outcomes of a cultural competency training,
Navigating Difference: Cultural Competency Training for Outreach Professionals (Navigating
Difference). The study focused on the impact of the training on culturally competent professional
behaviors of Extension educators and the factors that inhibit or facilitate those behaviors.
Cultural Competency
A definition of intercultural knowledge and competence used by the Association of American
Colleges and Universities is “a set of cognitive, affective, and behavioral skills and
characteristics that support effective and appropriate interaction in a variety of cultural contexts”
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(Bennett, 2008, p. 96). This is supported by Burchum’s (2002, p. 10) definition of cultural
competency as a “process of development that is built on the ongoing increase in knowledge and
skill development related to the attributes of cultural awareness, knowledge, understanding,
sensitivity, interaction, and skill.”
Five dimensions of cultural competency can provide a sound organizational training framework
to address the development of knowledge and skills that lead to culturally competent behaviors
and professional practices. Cultural awareness refers to one’s cognizance of his/her views of
their own and others’ cultures. It also encompasses understanding the influences that shape one’s
culture (Alizadeh & Chavan, 2015; Burchum, 2002). Cultural knowledge is the continued
attainment of information about other cultures (Alizadeh & Chavan, 2015; Burchum, 2002).
Cultural understanding is the continuing development of insights into how culture influences
beliefs, values, and behavior. It also allows one to recognize that multiple perspectives bring
multiple truths, solutions, and ways of knowing, which can address problems that arise when
beliefs and values of one culture differ from the dominant culture (Burchum, 2002). With
cultural sensitivity, one learns to appreciate, respect, and value cultural differences and realizes
how personal cultural identity influences practice. Cultural sensitivity is necessary for effective
cultural interaction. Cultural interaction is the communication and personal contact with people
of different cultures. These interactions are necessary for developing cultural competency and
progressing to cultural skill (Burchum, 2002). Cultural skill includes effectively communicating
with individuals from different cultures and incorporating an individual’s beliefs, values, and
practices into procedures and techniques (Alizadeh & Chavan, 2015; Burchum, 2002).
Current Cultural Competency Programming in Extension
In the last few decades, different methods have been used to increase Extension educators’
cultural competency; however, of the programs we identified, none have incorporated all five
dimensions of cultural competency, nor have they demonstrated change in professional behaviors
and practices. Cultural awareness, cultural knowledge, and cultural sensitivity were the most
targeted dimensions. Interculturalists have clearly established that cultural knowledge does not
equal intercultural competence (Bennett & Salonen, 2007), and this fact applies equally to
participants and those that teach and mentor them. Moreover, merely having the experience of
contact with cultural difference through international exchanges or a diverse population does not
necessarily increase the intercultural competence of learners or teachers. In fact, it can reinforce
stereotypes and prejudices in the absence of structured reflection and collective cross-cultural
social experiences (Otten, 2003).
The training efforts offered by Extension organizations have included video/discussion series,
program planning and implementation curriculum, state tour programs, and cross-cultural
immersion (Daniel et al., 2014; Guion et al., 2004; Ingram, 2013; Shaklee et al., 2014; Traver et
al., 2007). In the video/discussion series, Extension professionals were brought together over
videoconferencing four times to view a 25–45-minute film followed by a discussion on the
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diversity topic covered in the film. The objectives of this video/discussion series were to
consider and reflect on diversity issues, share thoughts on those issues, and hear differing
perspectives. An evaluation completed after the series found participants thought they increased
their awareness of the diversity topic, the discussion helped them consider differing perspectives,
and that a video followed by discussion was a good strategy for diversity education (Ingram,
2013). A program planning and implementation curriculum, Strengthening Programs to Reach
Diverse Audiences, was developed to support Extension professionals working with youth and
families to design more effective programs to reach ethnically diverse audiences. The curriculum
focused on increasing cultural competency in cognitive, affective, and behavioral domains
(Guion et al., 2004). However, the developers did not present evidence that the curriculum
affected professional behaviors.
A third method used was a state tour where Extension professionals participated in a regional 2day traveling workshop to visit sites and talk with stakeholders engaged in issues of diversity and
human rights. Evaluation results showed that participants and site hosts believed they increased
their knowledge on diversity and human rights issues, challenges, and strategies (cultural
knowledge) and strengthened their connection and commitment to addressing those issues
(cultural sensitivity) (Shaklee et al., 2014; Traver et al., 2007). Lastly, cultural awareness was
also targeted through a cross-cultural immersion where Extension professionals traveled to a
Latin American country for two weeks with the following objectives: increase knowledge on
issues in Latin America, examine cultural values differences, learn about globalization impact,
and have exposure to basic Spanish language instruction (Daniel et al., 2014). Upon returning to
the states, the researchers conducted interviews with the seven participants and found that
participants reported the benefits of the immersion to be increased cultural appreciation and
increased knowledge/empathy based on first-hand experience. However, participants also
reported persistent challenges in applying their learning to current work, including recruitment of
diverse participants and other programmatic difficulties.
One program, Culturally Responsive Youth Work: The Journey Matters, came close to meeting
the goals of incorporating all five dimensions of cultural competency and showing evidence of
impact on professional behaviors. The program is an 18-hour training delivered in six sessions
focusing on cultural awareness, cultural knowledge, cultural sensitivity, and cultural interaction
through a series of mini-lectures, interactive learning activities, and opportunities for practice.
Upon completing each session, participants completed an evaluation, and at completion of the
training, participants completed a retrospective pre-then-posttest. Results showed significant
gains in awareness, knowledge, and skills. Eight months after the training, participants were
invited to complete a follow-up interview. The interview results (n = 16) showed 81% of the
participants used material from the training, 69% reported ways the curriculum led to changes in
working directly with youth, and 44% spoke to how the training had influenced their awareness
of their own culture. Of the 16 participants interviewed, only two reported any major changes to
their professional practice based on the training (Walter & Grant, 2011).
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The lack of evidence from Extension programs is reflected in the larger literature. In a metareview of 178 diversity training programs, 40 were identified as intercultural in nature
(Bezrukova et al., 2012). In reviewing studies of diversity training outcomes, the authors noted
several weaknesses in measurement. Many study designs established no baseline for participant
outcomes or used designs that did not match pretest participant data with posttest data. Relatively
few conducted evaluations using quasi-experimental (control groups) or longitudinal designs.
Further, the majority of evaluations relied on self-report and were subject to response bias due to
social desirability or participant lack of introspection. In addition, the majority of evaluations
measured affective and attitudinal learning (55 of 178) versus cognitive (30 of 178) or behavioral
(37 of 178) outcomes. Even fewer conducted follow-up evaluations to measure sustained
changes. For example, only 18 of the 178 studies measured behavior change over time, and most
of these were workplace programs (particularly in the private sector) rather than those conducted
in educational settings.
In recommending an assessment process for intercultural competence, Deardorff (2012)
reiterated some of these concerns. She advocated using multiple measures, noting that pen-andpaper measures are particularly limited in capturing the complexity of intercultural learning.
Measures that have multiple perspectives beyond those of the learner, and include a combination
of direct and indirect evidence, were also suggested. Other researchers agree, arguing that
qualitative methods, such as observations, interviews, and portfolios, should be used to assess
intercultural competence “more deeply, authentically, and perhaps accurately” (Perry &
Southwell, 2011, p. 462).
Navigating Difference
Developers of the Navigating Difference cultural competency training sought to address the
shortcomings of previous Extension approaches. The development team included departmentbased Extension faculty and faculty in the university’s equity and diversity office. After several
years of research, development, and piloting with Extension audiences, implementation of the
curriculum began in 2008 with the overarching goals for participants to
•
•
•

Become more aware of their own personal and organizational cultures;
Examine how personal and organizational cultures affect our ability to work across
difference, in both negative and positive ways; and
Build skills to increase competencies as we work with others who are different from
us.

Navigating Difference is based on the five cultural competencies adapted by the developers from
the public health field (Burchum, 2002), with related skillsets developed for each competency
area (https://www.diversity.wsu.edu/diversity-education/navigating-difference-training/culturalcompetencies/). Specific attention was given to broaden participants’ practices of diversity
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moving from anti-discrimination compliance to effectively planning, implementing, and
evaluating culturally appropriate classes and programs for their audiences (Bendick et al., 2001).
Although the duration of cultural competency training varies broadly, many are brief
interventions. For example, a meta-review of cultural competency training interventions for
healthcare professionals by Beach et al. (2005) documented that the majority of the training
focused on work with specific cultures and was less than eight hours in duration. In contrast,
Navigating Difference is composed of five modules, each 2 – 3.5 hours in length, for a total of
18 hours. It can be implemented in a face-to-face format through a three-day condensed version,
in six weekly sessions, or by incorporating distance learning technology (video conferencing
along with face-to-face sessions) over a longer period of time. Another issue noted in the
literature is the lack of theoretical grounding of many diversity training efforts (Bezrukova et al.,
2012; Paluck, 2006). Navigating Difference was informed by intercultural theory and practice
that align with the five cultural competencies, specifically the Values Orientation model
(Kluckhohn & Strodbeck, 1961); The Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (Bennett,
1993); intercultural communications theory (Ting-Toomey & Chung, 2012); the Intercultural
Conflict Styles model (Hammer, 2003) and work by Alan G. Johnson (2006) on privilege,
power, and difference. The training builds from offering definitions of key terms (diversity,
culture, competencies) by practicing key communication skills and culminating in a discussion
of privilege, power, and oppression. Based on the adult education best practice that all persons
learn best when in a safe and welcoming environment (Vella, 2002), the training activities
support individual learning styles by implementing a variety of teaching methods (experiential
learning, small group discussions, lectures, and individual reflection) to assure active
participation and optimal learning. There is general agreement that cultural competency training
needs to include cognitive learning, affective and experiential learning, and skill development
(Bennett & Salonen, 2007; Deardorff, 2011; Otten, 2003). In each module, an opportunity is
provided to apply the new learning to a workplace situation supporting the learner to make
professional practice change once they return to their job (Deen et al., 2014).
Since the full implementation of Navigating Difference began, the training has been offered to
Extension professionals (administrators, faculty, and staff), campus-based teaching and research
faculty, staff and graduate students, university residence hall advisors, public school teachers and
counselors, human services caseworkers, community college faculty and staff, and state
government agency professionals, with a total outreach to 577 persons from across the United
States and Guam. All trainings are taught by certified Navigating Difference trainers who
complete a three-step process to become qualified. Potential trainers participate in the entire 18hour Navigating Difference training, a three-day Train-the-Trainer Retreat conducted by the
original designers of the curriculum, and intern with certified trainers. Currently, 163 persons
have been trained by the program designers to be certified Navigating Difference trainers. Five
LGUs, in addition to Washington State University, implement the curriculum in their states
through the Extension system.
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A three-phase evaluation process has been used since the beginning implementation of
Navigating Difference. This three-phase evaluation process was selected to best answer our
evaluation questions on changes in knowledge, attitude, skills, and behavior (Patton, 1997). The
first phase was an analysis of pretest-posttest survey data to test for changes in knowledge and
attitude. Participants filled out the pretest survey at the beginning of the 3-day face-to-face
training and then completed a posttest survey at the end of the training. The second phase was a
delayed posttest survey six months after the training was completed. Participants completed the
delayed posttest survey through an online survey service. The final phase consisted of qualitative
analysis of interviews, one year after participants completed the program, to examine long-term
changes in skills and behavior.
The results of the first two phases have been reported in previous work showing short-term and
long-term changes in knowledge, attitudes, and beliefs. The evaluation using a 12-item survey
assessing knowledge and positive attitudes/beliefs about cultural difference showed statistically
significant increases in 11 of the 12 items at the completion of the program. The long-term
results showed a continued increase in all items with eight statistically significant (Deen et al.,
2014).
The Present Study
This paper presents the third phase evaluation results to document long-term changes in skills
and behavior outcomes of the Navigating Difference training. The study focuses on two research
questions:
1. Does cultural competency training impact the professional practices of Extension
educators and outreach professionals?
2. What factors facilitate or inhibit the practice of new interculturally appropriate
behaviors?
Method
Study Design
As part of the third phase of the Navigating Difference evaluation, a subset of all participants
were invited to be interviewed to examine the long-term behavioral changes. Various strategies
were utilized to ensure the four criteria of trustworthiness described by Lincoln and Guba (1985).
Credibility or internal validity was assured through working with a peer reviewer to access and
advise on techniques; random sampling of participants in the study; the use of tape recorders to
obtain exact wording of interviewees; and using literal statements of participants in the analysis
and reporting (Amankwaa, 2016; McMillan & Schumacher, 2010; Shenton, 2004).
Transferability or external validity was attained by utilizing several thick description techniques
such as working with the peer reviewer on creating the interview questions; asking open-ended
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questions; acquiring detailed, robust responses; and replication of the process with each
interviewee (Amankwaa, 2016; Merriam & Tisdel, 2016; Shenton, 2004). Techniques to assure
dependability or reliability include describing the research design in enough detail for it to be
replicated, keeping detailed records of the process, and reviewing the effectiveness of the
methods used (Shenton, 2004). And lastly, confirmability was guaranteed by implementing
triangulation between researchers, peer reviewer, and interviewer (Amankwaa, 2016; Shenton,
2004).
A random selection of participants was contacted from five of the trainings and asked to
participate in the interviews. The participants were contacted by the Principal Investigator and
invited to participate in the interviews via email. Once a participant agreed to the interview, the
Principal Investigator sent out a consent form and interview questions. Upon receiving the
consent form, participants were contacted by an evaluation assistant for the interview. We
conducted 11 phone interviews, and each interview lasted 15 to 20 minutes. All participants
consented to be recorded. We later transcribed the interviews and coded them. The results from
the interviews were used to answer our research questions.
The University Institutional Review Board considered the surveys and interviews to be part of
the ongoing evaluation of university programming and deemed the evaluation procedures exempt
from review. We provided full information to participants about evaluation procedures and
questions. We did not offer incentives for participation in either the surveys or the interviews.
Participants
A total of 577 participants attended twenty-six different trainings over the course of eleven years.
Of those participating, 76% reported demographic information, and 61% were female. The
participant’s average age was 43 years, and ages ranged from 20 to 72. All participants reported
having completed at least high school or GED. Of participants who reported their race/ethnicity,
50.5% were white, 7.9% were Black/African American, 4.9% were Latino/Latina, 3.7% were
Asian/Asian American, and 9.9% reported multiple ethnicities. In addition, five people reported
ethnicity as American Indian/Alaska Native, seven as White/Middle Eastern, four as Pacific
Islander/Hawaiian Native, and one person as African. We did not ask demographic questions of
the interview respondents. The interviews were confidential and not linked with survey data.
Measures
Interviews. Program developers created a set of outcomes and indicators that reflected the
program’s goals and sent them for review to diversity experts at six universities to establish
content validity. We designed interview questions to reflect the desired program outcomes for
professional practice change. For example, “Is the way that you have worked changed since you
went through the cultural competency training?” and “Have you served on diversity-related
committees for Extension, the university, or the community?” We used the program outcomes
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and their indicators as coding categories (Table 1). In addition, we asked about barriers to the
implementation of training skills and suggestions for future trainings; as a result, we added two
categories to capture those comments. We developed a set of decision rules to guide the coding
of all content related to the categories listed in Table 1. Two coders evaluated each interview. To
establish reliability, they initially coded a small number of the interviews and then compared
their responses. To further ensure consistency, coders met throughout the process to develop
consensus to reinforce the established coding decision rules.
Table 1. Coding Categories for Interviews: Cultural Competencies, Barriers, and Suggestions
1. Outcome I: Engage in culturally diverse settings, initiatives, and programs
a. Participate in opportunities to increase intercultural competence in specific job-related
contexts.
b. Partner with diverse organizations through board/committee membership, joint sponsorship of
events, or other forms of collaboration.
c. Serve on diversity-related committees for Extension, the university, or the community.
d. Encourage, support and model cultural competencies among colleagues, staff, and volunteers.
2. Outcome II: Integrate cultural competencies in the planning, implementation, and evaluation of
programming.
a. Engage members of diverse communities in determining program design and content.
b. Incorporate diversity outcomes and activities into Plans of Work.
c. Adapt recruitment, marketing, and delivery strategies to effectively reach diverse audiences.
d. Utilize evaluation approaches and methods that effectively measure change with diverse
learners.
3. Outcome III: Practice strategies for successful intercultural communication in professional settings.
a. Adapt personal communication style and behaviors to be effective in a variety of cultural
situations and settings.
b. Recognize and address conflict arising from cultural differences.
c. Model and share best practices for communicating across differences.
4. Barriers to implementation of knowledge and skills gained in training
5. Suggestions for future trainings

Results
Interview Outcomes
Outcome #1: Did respondents increase engagement and encourage, support, and model
cultural competency skills? Respondents voiced an increased commitment to apply new
perspectives gained from the training when interacting with colleagues and new audiences and to
continue learning about themselves and others. One respondent stated that the training gave her
“a sensitivity that not everyone is from the same mold or has had the same experiences.”
Respondents also mentioned engaging in partnerships that facilitated the further development of
their own cultural competencies. For example, one person talked about immersing herself into
the tribal culture to better understand how to work with that group: “That was something I
wouldn’t have done if I hadn’t taken the training, and kind of realized that we better jump in and
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almost immerse ourselves in their culture to understand them better.” Also reported was
recognizing and capitalizing upon opportunities to partner with a wide variety of agencies and
organizations to implement programs with diverse groups. Some examples included food banks,
English as Second Language programs, churches, tribes, and other programs within the
Extension system.
Although few respondents reported serving on formal diversity-related committees for
Extension, the university, or the community, most described strategies they employed to
encourage, support, or model cultural competencies and share best practices among colleagues,
staff or volunteers, and community members. Several mentioned adapting current trainings they
conduct for volunteers, community teams, and new and current faculty to incorporate tools they
had learned in Navigating Difference. Others described giving feedback to peers suggesting
different protocols for research projects with a diversity perspective.
Outcome #2: Did participants integrate knowledge and skills gained at the training into
their planning, implementing, and evaluation of programming? One skill taught in the
training is the identification of cultural guides to gain information and engagement of specific
cultural groups. Several of the respondents related successful incidences in working with cultural
guides. Through the guides, the respondents learned about skills in the specific group, as well as
traditions, customs, and educational materials that improved both group participation in the
program and overall program results. One respondent used her cultural guide to understand
cultural time differences. When the respondent was frustrated that participants in her program
did not show up for the indicated start time, her cultural guide helped her understand that the
participants may have had other priorities that prohibited them from “being on time.”
The interviews also revealed that respondents were implementing adaptations to their
recruitment, marketing, and delivery strategies. The first step to these changes was voiced by one
person that an increased cultural sensitivity “has really allowed us to be more thoughtful and
intentional in our programming.” Specifically, respondents enhanced their marketing to include
more diverse urban populations, whereas, in the past, most marketing had been done in rural
areas of the county. Other respondents used the advice given to them by their cultural guides and
employed different learning materials than they had in the past. For example, one participant
replaced the generic USDA Food Pyramid with a Native American Food Pyramid in a nutrition
education program. Others engaged the actual participants themselves to help with the teaching,
as was the case where older Spanish-speaking students helped instruct younger Spanish-speaking
students. In one situation where the audience was 100% Latino youth, the respondents adapted
learning tools to include photos relevant to the audience, as well as invited Latinos of various
occupations to be guest speakers. Other strategies included securing funding to hire program
staff indigenous to the culture, using cultural traditions to enhance learning, and considering the
background of the participants in planning and implementing programs. One respondent shared
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that during a needs assessment process, group facilitation techniques from the participating
group were implemented as a way to better engage their participants.
Outcomes #3: Did participants practice strategies for successful intercultural
communications? Among all the outcomes, this question generated the most responses.
Overwhelmingly, respondents indicated that their greatest area of growth was an awareness that
although others may think and act differently than they do, their challenge was avoiding
judgment of that difference and instead adapting their communication styles accordingly. In our
interviews, one respondent indicated that she was more aware of how people have different
communication styles, and no one style is better than another. This awareness led some of the
respondents to be better listeners. One interviewee stated: “I tend to be a better listener, I believe.
And probably reflect a little bit more on my answers before I actually blurt them out in a way
that allows me to consider who is speaking to me, what possibly are their own judgments or their
own history.” Many respondents spoke about how the training helped them to “pull back and
consider what they are saying and perhaps form a response that is different than it would have
been before I took this class.” Several of the respondents spoke of a greater sensitivity to the
background of the persons with whom they were speaking, a heightened sense of mindfulness to
the differences, and how those differences had led to judgment in the past but now led more to
curiosity about that person and how to work with them: “It’s healthy to pull back and look at
things a little more objectively” and “I go into every setting knowing that there are differences
and I need to listen for those…, be aware of those, and look for ways that I can communicate
respect for that person even [if] I don’t understand that person’s experience.” Respondents also
shared that they had gained confidence in communicating across differences and in serving as an
ally for underrepresented communities: “It was a great opportunity … to have some tools that I
could … bring home, use with my staff who are also diverse, and use with our program.”
Training participants recognized a greater awareness that cultural backgrounds could affect how
people deal with conflict across cultural differences. In one case, this led to a better
understanding of the cause of the conflict and consideration of how to deal with the conflict. The
respondent stated, “We were talking about maybe since this person grew up in another family
culture that the way she was interacting was part of where she came from. I think I was able to
articulate that because of this training.”
Barriers to implementation. In addition to questions about behavioral outcomes (practice
change), participants were asked what factors facilitated or inhibited the practice of culturally
competent professional behaviors. When asked about barriers to implementing what they had
learned in the training, respondents gave answers that fell into two categories: external and
internal. External barriers were organizational barriers that inhibited the practice of skills or
application of practices related to cultural competencies. One respondent felt that when she tried
to make changes in her programming to be more inclusive, the organization reacted with
“resistance or a raised eyebrow.” Another respondent felt that the organization’s image was a
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barrier to reach new audiences because of preconceived ideas of what the organization
traditionally had to offer. Often stated was the lack of resources, time, and money provided by
the organization to reach out to new audiences. Although the goal to reach a more diverse
audience was verbally supported at the administrative level, participants reported a lack of
resources to accomplish the goal. Furthermore, they perceived that the goal of reaching out to
new and diverse audiences was not valued or supported at higher levels of the organization.
Internal barriers were personal factors that blocked the implementation of learned skills. Some
personal factors that impeded implementation included a lack of time, not being able to transfer
the skills learned in the training to their local community needs, and a lack of confidence. Overconfidence in their abilities to implement the skills learned in training was also mentioned. One
person shared, “Learning these great skills and then coming back and trying to implement them
… with the public, there was an assumption on my part that I was … ready to go and knew so
much; so that in itself creates an assumption of total understanding. … Which still means you
don’t necessarily listen or observe what people are saying because you already [think you have]
got it all figured out.”
Suggestions. Participants were then asked what would facilitate the application of their
intercultural knowledge to changes in their professional behavior. Respondents were clear that
some type of follow-up support was needed. Although they felt they had gained a great amount
of knowledge at the training, participants wanted mentoring, coaching, and additional
information, along with an opportunity to discuss the challenges they faced in overcoming
obstacles that they had not expected or anticipated while in the training. Specifically, they
suggested follow-up resource sheets or updates with reminders of what they had learned in the
training, as well as new information. They also recommended a more advanced training where
they could delve more deeply into the topics, learn more about specific cultures through a
competency lens, have an opportunity to design specific action plans for their communities, and
maintain a peer network with others who had completed the training.
Discussion
Land-grant universities are called to offer education to all people. With the United States
population continually becoming more and more diverse, it is imperative that Extension
educators be trained in cultural competencies (Iverson, 2008). Current efforts to train Extension
professionals have resulted in increases in awareness, knowledge, and skills but often lack in
impacting professional behaviors (Daniel et al., 2014; Guion et al., 2004; Ingram, 2013; Shaklee
et al., 2014; Traver et al., 2007). Results from previous evaluation work (Deen et al., 2014) and
the interviews in this study indicate that participants in Navigating Difference not only show
increases in awareness, knowledge, and skills but also achieve changes in professional behaviors.
This supports the idea that cultural competency training can impact the professional behaviors of
Extension professionals and that there are specific factors that can facilitate or inhibit practice
change.
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Changes in Behavior
Changes in professional behaviors reported here vary widely and include examples such as
continued learning about self and others; development of partnerships with organizations,
agencies, and cultural guides; and adaptation of current training materials, research or evaluation
protocols, communication styles and recruitment, marketing, and delivery strategies. Participants
also reported barriers to making changes on the organizational and personal levels.
The greatest change reported by participants was their increased practice of intercultural
communication skills. This area of post-training change has been noted in previous research. In a
study conducted after the implementation of a cultural competency training program with
community preceptors from 13 medical schools in New England and New York, evaluations
showed that participants reported the highest level of intent to change after they had participated
in the workshop unit that focused on communication and relationship-building skills.
Researchers hypothesized that the positive response was due to the fact that the workshop
included specific skills for practice and teaching (Ferguson et al., 2003). In another study
reporting outcomes of a cultural competence training for child health professionals, Webb and
Sergison (2003) indicated that of the 75% of participants who reported behavior changes (from
two to seven years post-training), 56% of those changes were related to communication.
Barriers to Change
Interview results indicated two significant barriers to making practice change. The first barrier, at
the organizational level, was a lack of resources, time, and money provided by the institution to
reach out to new audiences. The respondents felt that although at the administrative level, the
goal to reach more diverse audiences was verbally supported, at the local level, the resources
were not available, nor was it perceived that the goal of reaching out to new audiences was
valued at the higher levels of the institution. Lack of time was also noted as a key institutional
barrier in a study done to understand if or how diversity topics were integrated into education
classes at a major university (Alvarez McHatton et al., 2009). Daniel et al. (2014) also reported
that little or no practice change was made by faculty following an immersion program to increase
cultural competence due to a lack of resources from the institution.
A second barrier to change gleaned from the interview results was at the personal level: not
being able to transfer skills learned at the training to the workplace and a lack of confidence. In
their study on integrating diversity topics into the classroom, Alvarez McHatton et al. (2009)
reported that faculty also voiced a lack of confidence in their skills to deal with diversity issues.
Pasque et al. (2013) recommend organizational support as a means to assist individual faculty as
they deal with ever-increasingly diverse classrooms. Daniel et al. (2014) urged the university
leadership to create a “culture of inclusion” by recognizing faculty successes in diversity work.
Training for administration leading to increased cultural competency awareness and skills may
assist university leaders to better understand the issues and enhance their support to direct line
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faculty and staff. Pasque et al. (2013) state that if change is to happen, then “changes both in
individual faculty members approaches and in the organization within which they teach and learn
will be required” (p. 12). They propose that for faculty to invest time in their own development
of cultural competency skills, the organization, including department chairs, deans, and provosts,
also needs to demonstrate a commitment to these efforts.
Ongoing Support as a Factor to Facilitate Change
Practice change requires ongoing engagement beyond the initial training. Work experience alone
does not necessarily lead to cultural competence (Hansen et al., 2000). Interviewees in this study
indicated that upon their return to work, even if they felt fully qualified after their training,
implementation of new skills was more difficult than they had anticipated. The situations they
encountered were more complex than they predicted, and more individualized strategies were
needed. The interviewees suggested ongoing support through resource sheets, webinars, case
studies, and an opportunity for one-on-one or group input on their particular circumstances.
Hansen et al. (2000) also recommend “ongoing consultation groups … to facilitate the kinds of
personal introspection necessary to ensure adequate awareness orientated competency” (p. 658).
An example of the need for ongoing support is also reflected in the evaluation of a cultural
competency training for healthcare providers. Thom et al. (2006) noted that “sustained changes
in physician behaviors may require a combination of interactive training, dedicated practice time,
and the reinforcement of behavioral changes in the practice environment” (p. 5).
Change at the Extension professional level must be supported by the institution. Abernethy
(2005) notes that when training staff to provide culturally competent care in clinical mental
health settings, “Cultural competency training is most effective when it is not simply mandated
for staff, but when managers participate in training, model cultural competence and foster
institutional change” (p. 92). Regarding what groups among the university personnel should
participate in trainings, evidence exists that it needs to include everyone, regardless of
demographics, race, ethnicity, or gender (Dunaway et al., 2012). Even though Pasque et al.
(2013) found that white faculty and men were less likely to report that they had incorporated
readings on racial issues into their classes, even non-majority groups need training. In addition,
persons who perceive their backgrounds to be comparable to those they work with also need
training, as too many assumptions may result from familiarity (Abernethy, 2005).
Strengths, Limitations, and Future Research
A major strength of the study is how it builds on the previous quantitative results showing
specific, significant changes in attitudes, beliefs, and knowledge targeted by the program. These
qualitative results enabled us to explore some of the specific practices implemented by
participants in their daily work, as well as barriers to those practices and suggestions for
strengthening trainings.
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While the current study documented changes in professional practices among university faculty
and staff, further research is needed to explore training effectiveness for a broader higher
education audience. Because Navigating Difference participants were primarily faculty with
Extension appointments, studies that include more campus-based research and teaching faculty,
student services staff, and university administrators, would further inform the field about the
differences in cultural competency training effects for personnel in a variety of institutional roles.
The current study participants also elected to attend cultural competency training. Differences in
program effects for mandated versus voluntary training are a topic of considerable interest in the
diversity field. Results of previous studies regarding the relative benefits of required versus selfselected training have been mixed (Bezrukova et al., 2012). Future work that examines
differential training effects across mandated and voluntary contexts could clarify the
effectiveness of various attendance models.
Future research should also utilize more sophisticated methodologies, including indirect
measures of cultural competencies. Options might include incorporating direct observations by
colleagues, supervisors, or students as third-party reports (Paluck, 2006), utilizing evaluations
requiring study participants to problem solve, or apply knowledge to culturally complex
scenarios or case studies. In addition, conducting psychometric work on the survey might yield a
brief questionnaire that minimizes participant burden while still capturing change in beliefs and
attitudes. Lastly, diversity training studies with experimental designs remain elusive. In Paluck’s
review of diversity training evaluations, only eight studies used randomized treatment and
control groups. Until a body of research with greater methodological rigor is developed, it is
difficult to determine which components of cultural competency training are most efficacious in
promoting changes in behavioral outcomes and the degree to which training reliably and
consistently impacts the professional practices of those who participate.
Implications for Land-Grant Institutions
Bennett’s Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (2004) describes what can happen in
organizations if their members have not reached higher levels of cultural sensitivity. He proposes
that such organizations may recognize the value of diversity and even institute recruitment and
retention policies and practices to increase diversity in faculty, staff, and students. However,
without training for the organization’s members beyond simply recognizing cultural differences
to specific training in cultural competency skills, diverse faculty, staff, and students will not
remain engaged in the organization. Therefore, training for all members within an organization
can lead to an environment where there is a high retention of a diverse workforce and the
differences among employees are used as a resource to enhance the organization’s work.
Universities might consider developing stratified learning opportunities that include a variety of
venues for developing cultural competency skills. A first-level opportunity for faculty, staff, and
students could include a baseline course that focuses on competencies affecting knowledge and
attitudinal changes (awareness and understanding), strategies and skills for engagement
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(intercultural communications), and the sensitive issues of privilege, power, and oppression. A
higher-level opportunity could include learning and discussion groups or mentoring from a broad
range of peers to encourage ongoing introspection, which would assist learners in applying the
knowledge and skills attained to real-life situations.
We propose that within institutions of higher education, everyone—administrators, faculty, staff,
and students—benefits from increased cultural competencies and should therefore participate in
activities to enhance these skills. Cocchiara and Connerley (2010) describe an integrated model
for diversity training in the private sector consistent with our vision and equally relevant for
higher education systems. To achieve a future state of cultural competence training that
transforms organizations and sustains behavioral change, they advocate: “Training that
encourages the desired behavioral changes and is embedded systematically throughout the
organization, whereby participants transfer … training knowledge directly to their jobs. Effective
training programs also emphasize continuously developing skills and establishing accountability
for learning. Regardless of the format in which diversity training is conducted, effective training
is measured, strategically linked to [institutional] goals, customized for different workgroups,
inclusive, and competency-based” (Cocchiara & Connerley, 2010, p. 1096).
Conclusion
With the ever-changing population in the United States, it is important that professionals that
serve the community, like Extension professionals, have the knowledge and skills to meet the
needs of those they serve. This research indicates that it is possible to provide professionals with
that knowledge and those skills to make real change in their practices to better serve their
communities. Changing people’s behaviors is not an easy task, but the current study shows
promise in Navigating Difference: Cultural Competency Training for Outreach Professionals for
changing professional practices.
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Mississippi residents (n = 404) were surveyed to determine how The Food Factor
brand viewership impacted their behavior and behavioral intention. The Food
Factor is a weekly Extension mass media program that communicates researchbased information about food, nutrition, and healthy lifestyles. A researcherdeveloped instrument was used to collect information about behavior and
behavioral intent, as well as perceptions of The Food Factor using Qualtrics from
a representative sample. Respondents were split into viewer and non-viewer
categories. Viewers were asked about their viewing frequency and their nutritionrelated behaviors and behavioral intention to create a behavioral score. Nonviewers were also asked about their nutrition-related behaviors and behavioral
intention to compare to viewers. The majority of viewers’ results indicated they
were casual viewers. On average, viewers had a slightly higher behavioral score
than non-viewers. There was no statistically significant correlation between
viewing frequency and viewers’ behavioral scores. Overall, it was uncertain if the
brand had meaningful effects on viewers. Recommendations include future studies
on the use of branding in social marketing programs and other mass media
programs in other states, and further evaluation of The Food Factor brand.
Keywords: mass media, social marketing, Extension, behavior, behavioral intent,
branding
Introduction & Literature Review
As Extension is facing budget cuts (Serenari et al., 2013; Struckmeyer et al., 2019), programs are
increasingly expected to provide evidence of success (Gregory-North, 2015; Monaghan et al.,
2013). While behavioral outcomes have been an Extension objective for many years, Extension
agents have been encouraged to consider innovative strategies to promote behavioral outcomes
(Argabright et al., 2012; Martin & Warner, 2016; Sanagorski, 2014).
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Social Marketing
Social marketing concepts were first discussed in the early 1970s (Kotler & Lee, 2016). Social
marketing has several definitions, which creates confusion (Andreasen, 1994, 2002; Kotler &
Lee, 2016; McDermott et al., 2005; Spotswood, 2010). Social Marketing Quarterly, the academic
journal for social marketing, (2016) defined social marketing as
A process that uses marketing principles and techniques to change target audience
behaviors to benefit society as well as the individual. This strategically oriented
discipline relies on creating, communicating, delivering, and exchanging offerings that
have positive values for individuals, clients, partners, and society at large (para. 1).
Social marketing has been used to address a variety of societal problems (Kotler & Lee, 2016)
and has been identified as a way to address health and nutritional issues, such as obesity and
other weight-related illness (Evans et al., 2010, 2015; Wood, 2015). These areas align similarly
to the areas of outreach for Extension, such as agriculture and the environment, family and
consumer sciences, 4-H and youth development, and governmental and business contexts.
Social marketing is a way to influence behavioral outcomes (Martin & Warner, 2016; Monaghan
et al., 2013; Sanagorski, 2014; Skelly, 2005). Warner et al. (2016) said, “Social marketing is a
promising approach to bringing about behavior change, yet it is underutilized in Extension
programming” (p. 15).
Branding
Branding provides an opportunity to improve social marketing, but the application of branding to
Extension social marketing programs is limited. Evans (2013) said, “Social marketing uses
branding and other commercial marketing techniques to influence individual behaviors” (p. 172).
There is a need for further studies of branding in social marketing, specifically looking at the
effects of brand attributes and associations on behavioral outcomes (Aaker, 1996; Evans, 2013;
Evans & Hastings, 2008; Keller, 1998a; Leonard & Morey, 1996). Literature regarding social
and health branding is limited but growing (Evans, 2013). “The strategic use of brands and
branding in public health, based on behavioral theory, to change specific knowledge, attitudes,
and health behaviors is a relatively new approach” (Evans & Hastings, 2008, p. 287).
Consequently, health branding is a growing strategy in social marketing (Lefebvre, 2013), one
that Extension could benefit from adopting, especially for the promotion of nutrition education
(Aschemann-Witzel et al., 2012; Beall et al., 2012; Freeland-Graves & Nitzke, 2013; Grier &
Bryant, 2005; Hastings, 2006; Henley et al., 2011; Herrick, 2007; Stead et al., 2013).
A brand is a “Complex, interrelated system of management decisions and consumer reactions
that identifies a product (goods, services, or ideas), builds awareness of it, and creates meaning
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for it” (Franzen & Moriarty, 2009, p. 6). The public develops favorable associations with strong
brands (Keller, 1998a). There is a progression of steps a brand must take for success: First, the
brand must establish its identity, then the brand needs to be recognized by the public, followed
by the public choosing the brand, and the process ends with the public reaching a state of loyalty
to the brand (Franzen & Moriarty, 2009).
Brands operate on a systems-based approach, including internal and external components, where
individual components work together to make up the brand (de Chernatony, 2006; Franzen &
Moriarty, 2009). The iceberg metaphor by de Chernatony explains the concept of internal and
external branding. The smaller portion of the iceberg above water represents external branding,
such as a logo or name (de Chernatony, 2006). The larger portion of the iceberg underneath the
water represents internal branding, such as staff, values, or culture (de Chernatony, 2006). While
external branding is often visible to the public, internal branding is not always visible to the
public (Settle et al., 2016). For example, in Extension, the employees influence how the brand is
interpreted by external audiences (Kimpakorn & Tocquer, 2010; Settle et al., 2016).
This study examined the external portion of The Food Factor brand, specifically viewership.
Viewers gain increased familiarity with the brand, increasing their likelihood to choose the brand
in the future if they have positive experiences with the brand. If watching The Food Factor
improves behavioral outcomes for members of the public, they could be more likely to support
Extension as the show’s producer. But it is important to remember that the external portion of
The Food Factor is shaped by the decisions of the personnel working on the show, including
determining the target audience and behaviors. The Food Factor will be described at the end of
the literature review.
Branding in Extension
Extension uses branding strategy to face the challenge of staying current with evolving media
and communication approaches. Branding has been mentioned in Extension literature as early as
1998 (Maddy & Kealy, 1998; Settle et al., 2016), but this was relatively late in Extension’s
history, as it was founded in 1914 and branding started in the 19th century. Extension’s success
relies on its communications that create awareness, interest, and engage the target audience
(Chappell, 1990). Without a relationship with the brand of Extension, the public may not
regularly use Extension, particularly if Extension is not communicating with the public
effectively (Telg et al., 2007).
Several studies have looked at branding in Extension, although the application of branding
concepts in Extension has been limited (Abrams et al., 2010; Settle et al., 2016). To understand
the entirety of Extension’s brand, internal and external branding components should be evaluated
(Settle et al., 2016).
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Despite having a positive brand image with its users, several studies have indicated a lack of
Extension brand awareness overall (Abrams et al., 2010; Copernicus Marketing, 2010; Felter,
2012; Settle et al., 2017). Extension strives to be well-known and used by the public but has been
called the “Best kept secret” (DeBord, 2007, para. 1), an undesirable label when its goals are to
maximize outreach to the public.
A national, 360-degree study about Extension brand value conducted in 2008 among employees,
volunteers, and other stakeholders found that stakeholders agreed that brand value (visibility and
marketing) of Extension needed to be improved and that few people knew about Extension and
the services provided (Copernicus Marketing, 2010; Felter, 2012). Despite a lack of awareness,
stakeholders and the public agreed on Extension’s brand characteristics, such as Extension
serving as a trustworthy source and providing current, reliable information (Felter, 2012).
Extension has been working toward a brand-building campaign to foster awareness (Mississippi
State University Extension Service & Office of Agricultural Communications, 2015). To
overcome lack of awareness, Mississippi State University (MSU) Extension adopted the
campaign slogan, “Extending knowledge. Changing lives,” which pairs a variation of the word
“Extension” with the organizational purpose of promoting positive change in the lives of others
by providing education. Additionally, it was recommended to maintain the brand clearly and
consistently over time, as all pieces of communications need to support the brand and its
missions, which includes promoting positive behavior change (Abrams et al., 2010; Alberts et
al., 2004; Maddy & Kealy, 1998).
Behavior Change
The Population Communication Services developed a model for behavior change for family
planning (Kincaid et al., 1997; Figure 1), but this model can be easily adapted to fit other health
situations. The first stage in the Steps to Behavior Change model is Knowledge, which requires
consumers to recall, understand, and identify methods or sources involved in the message. The
second step is Approval, where consumers must respond favorably to the message, discuss the
message with social networks, believe others approve, and finally approve of the message. The
third step is Intention, where consumers must recognize that the message meets a personal need,
may intend to reach out to an expert or resources for more information, and commit or intend to
implement the change from the message. The fourth step is Practice, where the consumer seeks
out the change, experts, or resources involved with the change and chooses a method to begin the
change process. They then must practice continuance or maintenance with the change. The final
step in the process is Advocacy. In this stage, the consumer experiences the benefits of the
change and advocates or provides support to others and the community.
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Figure 1. The Population Communication Services’ Steps to Behavior Change

Knowledge

Approval

Intention

Practice
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Behavioral intentions are a person’s perception of the probability they will engage in a behavior
(Institute of Medicine, 2002). Research indicates that people are fairly accurate in predicting
their own behavior, and they can be one of the best predictors of their likelihood to follow
through with the behavior (Institute of Medicine, 2002; Sheppard et al., 1988). Despite having an
intent to perform a behavior, sometimes people are unable to do so due to certain barriers, such
as environmental factors, a lack of skills, or ability (Institute of Medicine, 2002). For individuals
who have made a strong intention to commit to the behavior and lack barriers, the likelihood that
they will adopt the behavior is very high (Institute of Medicine, 2002).
Studies have identified that brand awareness is a predictor of consumer choice behavior
(Axelrod, 1968; Haley & Case, 1979; Holden, 1993; Nedungadi & Hutchinson, 1985), which is
operationalized as behavior change in this study. A study by Oh (2000) involving the hospitality
industry found that creating strong brand awareness with potential customers increased their
intent to purchase a certain lodging brand and decreased the need for customers’ search behavior
of other lodging options. Similarly, Kim and Kim (2016) found that higher brand awareness led
to higher customer intent to purchase a brand.
In a social marketing setting, the intent to purchase would be replaced by the intent to adopt the
particular behavior. Despite several studies stating that brand awareness and behavior are
directly related, more evidence is needed to fully support the concept. This study specifically
addresses the link between behavior and brand awareness of an Extension mass media program.
Television and Mass Media Programs and Interventions
While often modest in effects (Noar, 2006), mass media outlets have been shown to affect the
public’s health-related behaviors (Abroms & Maibach, 2008; Bertrand et al., 2006; Noar, 2006;
Randolph & Viswanath, 2004). Bertrand et al. (2006) defined mass media interventions as, “Any
programs or other planned efforts that disseminate messages to produce awareness or behavior
change among an intended population through channels that reach a broad audience” (p. 568).
For a media-based health campaign to be successful, messages need to be well-designed and
have effective reach and frequency to reach the target audience (Abroms & Maibach, 2008).
Challenges that health-related mass media social marketing campaigns face are the presence of
unhealthy messages in the same media environments, as well as health campaigns using too
much jargon and focusing on treatment instead of prevention (Marshall-Chester, 1990).
However, mass media still presents an opportunity for health promotion (Marshall-Chester,
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1990) because of its ability to reach and appeal to broad audiences in a relatively cost-efficient
manner (Randolph & Viswanath, 2004). More research is needed, though, to identify how mass
media can strategically influence health behavior practices (Abroms & Maibach, 2008).
Extension Mass Media Programs
With Extension needing to broaden its reach, mass media channels can meet this need by
broadening Extension’s reach beyond those accessing traditional Extension programming
(Boone et al., 2007; Woodson et al., 2008). “Mass media offers effective channels for
communicating agricultural messages, which can increase knowledge and influence behavior of
audience members” (Nazari et al., 2011, p. 931).
While mass media outlets offer the ability to reach broader audiences, traditional means of mass
communication, such as television, have had mixed results in Extension. Boone et al. (2007)
found that television was not a strong media preference for Extension users, though the authors
reported mass media might be an effective way to reach non-Extension users. Telg et al. (2007)
found that Extension agents in Florida were not in favor of mass media, but Fett et al. (1995)
found more people were only exposed to Extension through mass media in a Wisconsin county.
More research is needed on the use and effectiveness of mass media programs in Extension.
The Food Factor is a weekly 90-second television program that focuses on promoting nutritionand health-related behaviors. The show’s content includes sharing information about making
recipes healthier, choosing healthier foods, and occasionally exercise-related information. MSU
Extension produces the program through its Office of Agricultural Communications (Mississippi
State University Extension Service, 2016a, 2016b). The program began in 2014 and aired on five
television stations in the state at the time of data collection. It is worth noting that affiliates often
remove the introduction that includes MSU Extension branding. Additionally, the program is
included in the weekly Farmweek, which airs on the state’s PBS affiliate and RFD-TV. Both The
Food Factor and Farmweek are also available on YouTube and have a social media presence on
Facebook, Twitter, and Pinterest.
There is not enough research about the use of branding in Extension’s mass media programming
to make meaningful conclusions about the effects on the program’s impacts. The situation
becomes more complicated with the addition of web-based mass media, which The Food Factor
utilized, in addition to television broadcasts.
Purpose and Research Objectives
Innovative strategies can be beneficial for Extension in an era of budget cuts. Social marketing
through mass media communication offers an innovative and underexplored approach in
Extension. Proper branding of mass media programming could improve the public’s knowledge
of social marketing programs in Extension, potentially leading to changes in behavior. The
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purpose of this study was to determine if brand viewership relates to behavior and behavioral
intention. The research objectives guiding the study were the following:
1. Determine the viewing frequency for The Food Factor,
2. Describe and compare non-viewers’ and viewers’ behavior and behavioral intent
related to The Food Factor content, and
3. Describe the relationship between viewing frequency and viewers’ behavior and
behavioral intentions.
Methods
This study consisted of a survey using an online panel of respondents through Qualtrics®. This
paper reports on data collected as part of a larger instrument used to evaluate The Food Factor.
The sections of the instrument included in this paper were respondents’ viewing frequency of
The Food Factor and respondents’ behavior and behavioral intent related to The Food Factor.
While not included in this paper, the instrument also included food-purchasing and preparation
behaviors and perceptions, perceptions of The Food Factor, perceptions of a The Food Factor
episode, perceptions of MSU Extension, and respondent demographics. Two articles from this
data collection have been published on perceptions of The Food Factor (Brubaker et al., 2017)
and perceptions of MSU Extension (Settle et al., 2019).
The population for the study was residents of Mississippi, of which there are 2.9 million people.
Non-probability quota sampling was used to ensure respondents from the online panel were
representative of the state’s population based on the 2010 U.S. Census based on sex, race, and
Hispanic/Latino status. The total number of respondents was 404. Frequencies were calculated to
describe the demographic characteristics (e.g., race, income level, household size, etc.) of the
sample. All recruitment of respondents was done by Qualtrics. After receiving the initial
invitation, prospective respondents will usually receive one or two reminders to take the survey
before it closes (J. Matson, personal communication, February 9, 2021).
To help ensure face and content validity, the instrument was reviewed by a panel including the
director of MSU Office of Agricultural Communications, two evaluation specialists, and The
Food Factor Media Relations Manager. They reviewed the instrument for clarity and to ensure
the questions were appropriate for evaluating The Food Factor. To further improve validity, two
cognitive interviews were also conducted to ensure the instrument’s clarity and that
interviewees’ interpretations of the questions reflected the intended nature of the questions
(Dillman et al., 2014).
Viewership was assessed by asking if respondents were aware of the show and, if so, how often
they viewed the show, which could be on TV or online, and when was the last time they viewed
the show. For objective 1, viewing frequency was analyzed through frequency counts. Behavior
and behavioral intent were assessed by asking respondents if they engaged in a behavior from a
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list of 20 behavior items related to the show’s content, which are detailed in the results. If they
did not engage in the behavior, they were asked if they intended to. A behavioral score was
created by counting the number of behaviors in which respondents either engaged or intended to
engage. The two items were combined for analysis because engaging in the behavior and
intending to engage in the behavior would both be positive outcomes, and separating them would
unnecessarily complicate analysis. Cronbach’s alpha to assess reliability for the behavior score
was above .9 for viewers and non-viewers. For objective 2, the behavioral scores of viewers were
compared to non-viewers with an independent samples t-test. Objective 3 assessed the
relationship between viewing frequency and behavioral intent score using Kendall’s Tau.
Results
The two most represented racial groups in the study were White (n = 241, 59.7%) and Black or
African American (n = 156, 38.9%; Table 1). As shown in Table 2, the most common response
for income level was $21,000 to $39,000 (n = 120, 29.7%), which includes the median income
for the state at $39,665 (United States Census Bureau, 2015). In Mississippi, the poverty level
for a family of four was $23,834 in 2014 (Center for American Progress, 2017). The majority of
households had two (n = 112, 27.7%) to three (n = 99, 24.5%) members. The most frequent
responses for number of children in the household were no children under the age of 18 (n = 223,
55.2%) and one child in the household (n = 112, 24.3%). When asked about their
role/relationship in the household, the most common response was wife (n = 114, 28.2%),
followed by mother (n = 88, 21.8%).
Table 1. Demographic Comparisons between Survey Respondents and the Mississippi
Population
Percent of Survey
Percent of Mississippi Population
Race
Respondents
Reported in 2010 U.S. Census
White
59.7
59.1
Black or African American
38.9
37.0
American Indian or Alaska Native
0.7
0.5
Asian
0.2
0.9
Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander
—
< 0.1
Other (2+ races)
0.5
1.1
Hispanic or Latino Origin
2.2
2.7
Note. The Mississippi population was based on 2010 U.S. Census Bureau results (United States Census
Bureau, 2015). Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islanders had a negligible population of less than 0.1%.
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Table 2. Household Demographics
Characteristic
Income
Less than $20,000
$21,000-39,000
$40,000-59,000
$60,000-79,000
$80,000+
Number of People in Household
1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
Number of Children in Household (Under 18)
0
1
2
3
4
5
6
Role/Relationship in the Household
Wife
Mother
Husband
Father
None of the above
Child
Other relative
Boyfriend
Girlfriend
Grandparent

n

Percent

110
120
67
56
51

27.2
29.7
16.6
13.9
12.6

73
112
99
68
28
16
4
4

18.1
27.7
24.5
16.8
6.9
4.0
1.0
1.0

223
98
55
14
9
2
3

55.2
24.3
13.6
3.5
2.2
0.5
0.7

114
88
75
73
64
51
27
21
20
17

28.2
21.8
18.6
18.1
15.8
12.6
6.7
5.2
5.0
4.2

To Determine the Viewing Frequency for The Food Factor
Respondents were mostly unaware of The Food Factor (n = 319, 79%). Only 85 (21%)
respondents were previously aware of The Food Factor. Viewers indicated that they watch The
Food Factor less than once per month (n = 47, 55.3%), followed by at least once a month (n =
20, 23.5%), 2-3 times per month (n = 13, 15.3%), and every week (n = 5, 5.9%). The last time
viewers identified watching The Food Factor varied widely, with 27.1% of viewers watching
within the past week (n = 23), and 24.7% of viewers watching within the past two years (n = 21).
The next most common responses were within the past month (n = 16, 18.8%) and within the
past year (n = 10, 11.8%).
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To Describe and Compare Non-Viewers’ and Viewers’ Behavior and Behavioral Intent
Related to The Food Factor Content
For Objective 2, the behavioral composite scores were used to run an independent samples t-test
to compare viewers’ and non-viewers’ implementation of content related to The Food Factor.
The items are presented in Table 3. On average, viewers (M = 17.59, SD = 4.22) were
completing one additional behavior compared to non-viewers (M = 16.47, SD = 4.77). An
independent samples t-test was conducted to compare non-viewers’ and viewers’ behavioral
composite scores. This test was found to be statistically significant, t(402) = 1.987, p = .048. The
effect size for this analysis was small (d = .250) using Cohen’s (1988) conventions (as cited in
Field, 2013).
Table 3. List of Behaviors Viewers and Non-Viewers Were Asked If They Engaged In or
Intended to Engage In
In the past 3 months, have you implemented any of the following
into your lifestyle?
Set goals for a healthier lifestyle (food choices, exercise, etc.)
Yes, I have done this
No, I have not done this, but I plan to start in the next 3 months
No, I have not done this and do not plan to start in the next 3
months
Reduced or eliminated unhealthy behaviors
Yes, I have done this
No, I have not done this, but I plan to start in the next 3 months
No, I have not done this and do not plan to start in the next 3
months
Cooked more meals at home, rather than eating out
Yes, I have done this
No, I have not done this, but I plan to start in the next 3 months
No, I have not done this and do not plan to start in the next 3
months
Eaten meals together as a family
Yes, I have done this
No, I have not done this, but I plan to start in the next 3 months
No, I have not done this and do not plan to start in the next 3
months
Eaten more fruits and vegetables
Yes, I have done this
No, I have not done this, but I plan to start in the next 3 months
No, I have not done this and do not plan to start in the next 3
months
Eaten less fried foods
Yes, I have done this
No, I have not done this, but I plan to start in the next 3 months
No, I have not done this and do not plan to start in the next 3
months
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Viewers

Non-Viewers

52.9
38.8

51.0
36.4

8.2

12.5

58.8
32.9

44.5
36.1

8.2

19.4

71.8
20.0

71.8
19.7

8.2

8.5

60.0
27.1

70.2
18.2

12.9

11.6

62.4
25.9

65.2
27.0

11.8

7.8

57.6
31.8

63.0
22.6

10.6

14.4
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In the past 3 months, have you implemented any of the following
into your lifestyle?
Used healthier cooking methods, like baking or grilling instead of
frying
Yes, I have done this
No, I have not done this, but I plan to start in the next 3 months
No, I have not done this and do not plan to start in the next 3
months
Reduced salt or sodium in the foods you eat
Yes, I have done this
No, I have not done this, but I plan to start in the next 3 months
No, I have not done this and do not plan to start in the next 3
months
Reduced sugar or other sweeteners in the foods you eat or drink
Yes, I have done this
No, I have not done this, but I plan to start in the next 3 months
No, I have not done this and do not plan to start in the next 3
months
Made more economical food choices when shopping
Yes, I have done this
No, I have not done this, but I plan to start in the next 3 months
No, I have not done this and do not plan to start in the next 3
months
Made healthier food choices when shopping
Yes, I have done this
No, I have not done this, but I plan to start in the next 3 months
No, I have not done this and do not plan to start in the next 3
months
Chosen healthier food options when eating out
Yes, I have done this
No, I have not done this, but I plan to start in the next 3 months
No, I have not done this and do not plan to start in the next 3
months
Used an MS-grown commodity in your recipes, like catfish or sweet
potatoes
Yes, I have done this
No, I have not done this, but I plan to start in the next 3 months
No, I have not done this and do not plan to start in the next 3
months
Used a healthy recipe featured on The Food Factora/Used a healthy
recipe featured on a media outlet (i.e., television, online, etc.)b
Yes, I have done this
No, I have not done this, but I plan to start in the next 3 months
No, I have not done this and do not plan to start in the next 3
months
Done a recipe makeover (made a healthier version of a recipe)
Yes, I have done this
No, I have not done this, but I plan to start in the next 3 months
No, I have not done this and do not plan to start in the next 3
months
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Viewers

Non-Viewers

57.6
31.8

66.5
20.4

10.6

13.2

49.4
40.0

50.8
29.5

10.6

19.7

57.6
32.9

52.4
28.5

9.4

19.1

61.2
29.4

63.3
24.8

9.4

11.9

62.4
25.9

64.9
19.4

11.8

11.3

63.5
23.5

53.9
28.5

12.9

17.6

63.5
24.7

48.0
26.0

11.8

26.0

41.2
37.6

40.8
32.3

21.2

27.0

49.4
36.5

32.9
37.6

14.1

29.5
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In the past 3 months, have you implemented any of the following
into your lifestyle?
Added a healthy food type or group into your cooking routine (i.e., a
superfood, etc.)
Yes, I have done this
No, I have not done this, but I plan to start in the next 3 months
No, I have not done this and do not plan to start in the next 3
months
Followed nutrition tips (i.e., how to read nutrition labels, etc.)
Yes, I have done this
No, I have not done this, but I plan to start in the next 3 months
No, I have not done this and do not plan to start in the next 3
months
Used cooking tips recommended on The Food Factora/Used cooking
tips recommended on a media outlet (i.e., television, online, etc.)b
Yes, I have done this
No, I have not done this, but I plan to start in the next 3 months
No, I have not done this and do not plan to start in the next 3
months
Used food preparation tips from The Food Factora/Used food
preparation tips from a media outlet (i.e., television, online, etc.)b
Yes, I have done this
No, I have not done this, but I plan to start in the next 3 months
No, I have not done this and do not plan to start in the next 3
months
Followed food safety advice (i.e., washing your hands, storing meat,
etc.)
Yes, I have done this
No, I have not done this, but I plan to start in the next 3 months
No, I have not done this and do not plan to start in the next 3
months
Note. aWording used for viewers; bWording used for non-viewer

Viewers

Non-Viewers

60.0
28.2

46.1
31.7

11.8

22.3

60.0
32.9

50.8
28.8

7.1

20.4

48.2
34.1

50.5
23.5

17.6

26.0

38.8
38.8

45.8
28.8

22.4

25.4

65.9
21.2

78.7
12.9

12.9

8.5

Describe the Relationship Between Viewing Frequency of Viewers’ Behavioral Intentions
and Behaviors
The third objective was analyzed using Kendell’s Tau to describe the relationship between
viewing frequency and the behavioral intent composite score. No statistically significant
relationship existed (rτ = -.026, p = .783).
Conclusions
To Determine the Viewing Frequency for The Food Factor
The majority of respondents were non-viewers. The Food Factor viewers’ responses indicated
they were not regular viewers. Respondents also identified seeing the show within the past two
years instead of more recently, signifying a lack of continual viewership. Because most
respondents had not seen the show and those who had were casual viewers, the show is unlikely
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to progress through the behavior change process. Knowledge is the first step (Kincaid et al.,
1997) and cannot occur without exposure to information. The results of the next objective
comparing viewers and non-viewers of the study might have been different had the majority of
The Food Factor viewers been regular viewers.
To Describe and Compare Non-Viewers’ and Viewers’ Behavior and Behavioral Intent
Related to The Food Factor Content
Objective 2 compared viewers’ and non-viewers’ behavioral composite scores related to The
Food Factor content. There was a statistically significant difference between viewers’ and nonviewers’ behavioral scores, but the effect size was small. The difference was only one more
intended or engaged in behavior out of a list of 20 items.
In addition to currently engaged in behaviors, behavioral intent allows for fairly accurate
predictions to be made about their likelihood to follow through with the behavior (Institute of
Medicine, 2002; Kincaid et al., 1997; Sheppard et al., 1988). If non-viewers’ and viewers’
behavioral scores are similar, it indicates that viewing The Food Factor is making little impact
on changing intent, thereby stalling opportunities for behavior change.
It is important to note that the behavioral composite scores were relatively high overall. Without
baseline data, the study could not determine if The Food Factor was successful in behavior
change with its audience over the past three years. Despite people’s ability to accurately predict
their likelihood of behavior change, behavioral intent is not the same as behavior change
(Institute of Medicine, 2002; Sheppard et al., 1988). Since the study used self-reporting of
behaviors, findings may be overinflated, as people may believe they intend to do the behaviors.
However, the study did not actually capture their ability to follow through.
Describe the Relationship Between Viewing Frequency of Viewers’ Behavioral Intentions
and Behaviors
There was no statistically significant correlation between viewing frequency and viewers’
behavioral scores, indicating those who viewed less frequently did not have any more or less
intent to complete the behaviors than someone who watched frequently. As previous research
suggests, the more exposure someone is given to a brand, the more likely they are to engage in
that brand’s mission (Franzen & Moriarty, 2009; Keller, 1998b), which makes the lack of a
relationship between viewership and behavioral intent unexpected based on prior literature.
This lack of difference in behavior score based on viewership is a cause for concern when it
comes to justifying the program to Extension administrators. If Extension programs cannot show
their impacts, especially in times of limited funding and shifting legislative priorities
(Montgomery, 2016; Seranari et al., 2013; Struckmeyer et al., 2019), they could face termination.
One explanation for the lack of correlation could be due to The Food Factor not executing its
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branding as effectively as possible. The show was not being consistently branded, including
having the introductions removed when it was shown on some news stations (K. Lewis, personal
communication, 2016). This could disrupt awareness of the brand, which is disrupting the change
process from intention to practice of the behavior change.
Another possible explanation is that the social marketing process is continuing despite issues
with The Food Factor brand awareness, but confusion exists between awareness and the change
itself. For example, The Food Factor encompasses a variety of topics and behavior changes from
food safety practices to cooking tips to selecting healthy choices when eating at restaurants. Past
research has shown that focusing on a limited number of behaviors increased success by
simplifying things for the audience (Kotler & Lee, 2016). If the show limited the types of
behaviors being promoted, that might increase the show’s ability to effect change.
Additionally, The Food Factor’s lack of change to behavior and behavioral intent could be due
to the social marketing process having an unspecified audience and message (Kotler & Lee,
2016). For instance, The Food Factor’s target audience is urban Mississippians. It might
experience better adoption rates of behavior change by more specifically targeting an audience.
Then, branding could be more strategically used to reach that more specific audience.
As a result of this research, other evaluation work that indicated a lack of clear targeted
behaviors and audience, and The Food Factor assessing the demographics of its Facebook
followers, the show shifted its focus to women aged 35–65 as a more specific audience and
moved from broadcast television to focusing on online-oriented content, including incorporation
in MSU Extension’s blog (K. Lewis, personal communication, 2020). The show has shortened its
episodes and focused more on how-to content in its videos. Engagement in the show’s content
increased on Facebook during this transition. Because The Food Factor is about 90 seconds, it
may be better suited for online delivery where shorter videos are the norm than television.
Recommendations
Despite lacking evidence of The Food Factor having a meaningful impact on behavior change,
there are several recommendations for Extension, other practitioners, and those conducting
future research. Evidence about mass media’s role in Extension is limited (Boone et al., 2007;
Fett et al., 1995; Telg et al., 2007), and more work beyond the present study is needed to fully
understand the role mass media should or should not play in reaching audiences.
The first recommendation for mass media programs is to develop a social marketing plan if they
intend to effect behavior change. A plan will allow internal stakeholders to reach agreement on
the program’s goals and audience. Without an integrated strategy to reach specified audiences
with realistic goals, change is difficult (Kotler & Lee, 2016).
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The second recommendation to Extension and program administrators is to practice continuous,
formative evaluations and give adequate time to see evidence of success. Programs that
encompass social marketing efforts require more multiyear evaluation commitment starting from
planning through program monitoring (Asbury et al., 2008). A lack of baseline data limited the
interpretation of this research. As the first evaluation of The Food Factor in its three-year history
at the time of data collection, the program’s impact is currently unknown; however, evidence of
program success is necessary (Gregory-North, 2015; Monaghan et al., 2013; Sanagorski, 2014).
One recommendation for future research is to continue exploring social marketing programs in
Extension because of the dearth of existing literature (Warner et al., 2016). This becomes
increasingly important as Extension is faced with budget cuts (Montgomery, 2016; Serenari et
al., 2013; Struckmeyer et al., 2019), since social marketing has been thought to more efficiently
direct Extension resources and budgets (Andreasen, 2002; Evans & Hastings, 2008; Skelly &
Singletary, 2014). Research is needed on the efficacy of specific social marketing tactics.
Another area of future research is the use of branding within social marketing in relation to the
behavior change process. The optimal use of branding in social marketing has yet to be
identified; this has created a challenge for social marketers (Gordon et al., 2016). Understanding
the strategic use of branding in social marketing programs, like The Food Factor, is important
because they have the opportunity to promote change for both individual and societal good.
This study has limitations. Only one program was assessed in one state. More research is needed
on Extension mass media programs in different states and across different communication
channels (e.g., websites and radio) to understand the role of mass media in Extension
programming and how that relates to the behavior of viewers. This was also a quantitative study,
so there is a need for qualitative research assessing Extension mass media programming,
particularly for why members of the target audience would be motivated to view such programs.
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A Qualitative Study: Small Business Merchandising Strategies
in Rural Minnesota
Jacqueline Parr
St. Catherine University
Marilyn Bruin
University of Minnesota
This study was motivated by a desire to develop strategic guidelines tailored to
solve the unique problems small, rural retailers face in today’s competitive retail
environment. Because there is limited understanding of the actual experience of
rural retailers’ operations and experiences, it was necessary to explore and
accurately capture the experience from participants’ perspectives. The objective
of the study was to provide an in-depth understanding of the rural small retailer’s
perceptions of the business environment, merchandising strategies, challenges,
and opportunities. In-depth interviews were conducted with eight small business
owners from a rural county in Minnesota. A criterion-based sampling approach
was used to recruit the participants from a variety of business types. Five
emergent themes were identified: localism, experiential retailing, niche market,
awareness, and marketing strategies. These themes provided a deeper
understanding of the actual experience that rural retailers face in today’s
competitive retail landscape. Extension educators can use these findings to help
educate retailers about future best business practices and develop tailored
technical support programs catered to the retailer’s specific industry needs.
Keywords: Rural, retail, Extension, local, small businesses, merchandising
strategies
Introduction
With the rise of e-commerce, over-expansion of malls, rising rent costs, bankruptcies, and low
quarterly profits, retailers have been shutting their doors at a rapid pace (Thompson, 2017). In
2017, big retailers, such as JCPenney, RadioShack, Macy’s, and Sears, decided to close 6,752
stores nationwide (Benhamou et al., 2017). This phenomenon, known as the retail apocalypse,
had a significant impact on rural towns where big-box chains and department stores close their
doors in communities where the profit is not as high. Due to this, rural strip malls and retail
main streets have become vacant as retailers are leaving for larger cities that have higher profit
potential. Locally owned small businesses can help fill the void created by the loss of national
retailers in rural areas.
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Small businesses in rural towns are still an essential part of the community by providing direct
access to products such as food, clothing, and hard goods (Lennon et al., 2007). These businesses
are critical for providing jobs and generating sales tax that sustain the local economy (Schenke,
2017). In an environment where national retailers are absent, the importance of small retailers in
rural communities is enormous.
However, previous research on rural small businesses found that rural retailers are placed at a
disadvantage due to geographic isolation, restricted population segments, increased competition
with online retailers, and uncomplimentary cost structures (Paddison & Calderwood, 2007).
Small rural consumers are increasingly shopping online due to greater merchandise selection and
the convenience of at-home delivery (Lennon et al., 2007). Therefore, developing retail
merchandising strategies within the context of the local market environment and
national/international competition is critical for small rural retailers’ success.
This study was undertaken to develop strategic guidelines addressing problems small retailers
face in rural communities. Because there is a limited understanding of rural retailers’ operations
and experiences, it was necessary to explore and accurately capture the experience. Therefore,
the objectives of the study were to (a) provide an in-depth understanding of the rural small
retailer’s perceptions of the business environment, merchandising strategies, challenges, and
opportunities, and (b) develop strategic guidelines for Extension educators and city economic
development commission offices to educate retailers on future best business practices.
Literature Review
Rural
Throughout the literature, the term rural is defined in multiple ways. Although there are varying
definitions, all definitions share three commonalities, including (a) the number of households and
businesses that fall below a certain threshold, (b) the level of population density, and (c) areas
considered non-urban (Shucksmith, 1990). The United States Department of Agriculture defined
rural areas as municipalities as those with under 10,000 residents and within thirty minutes of a
town above 10,000 people (United States Department of Agriculture Economic Research
Service, 2019). In 2019, 41% of the U.S. population lived in areas that were considered rural
(United States Department of Agriculture Economic Research Service, 2019). Although this is a
large percentage of the population, it accounts for 97% of the land area in the United States
(United States Department of Agriculture Economic Research Service, 2019). This large
landmass puts individuals far away from town centers that contain businesses, schools, and retail
outlets. Due to the large geographic dispersal, rural towns with declining populations and
economic revenue are concerned about their ability to produce enough revenue to stay
economically viable (Rogers & Burdge, 1972). A declining customer base threatens the survival
of rural retailers’ existence (Stone, 1995; Strange, 1996).
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Characteristics of Rural Retailers
Rural retailers are based in towns that are considered rural with a limited selection of retailers,
making the presence of existing retailers essential to the local economy. Identifiable features of
rural retailers include individual ownership, distinct location, short periods of ownership,
dependence on part-time staff, long hours, a wide range of merchandise, and a focus on customer
service (Paddison & Calderwood, 2007). These retailers are strongly rooted in their local
community, both economically and socially. Economically, the sales revenue generated from
rural retailers continuously recirculates through the local economy as wages, taxes, and
charitable giving (Myles, 2010; Robinson & LaMore, 2010). Also, rural retailers tend to have
strong social connections with the local community. This is especially true in rural communities,
where commerce is often merged with social relationships.
Hozier and Stem (1985) and Cowell and Green (1994) found strong correlations between
commitment to the community and retail patronage behavior to other local retailers. These
correlations are explained by the social capital theory (Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 1995), as one’s
level of community sentiment and involvement represents community attachment. The stronger
one’s level of sentiment is toward the community, the more likely they are to shop at stores
within the community (Miller, 2001). Miller (2001) used social capital theory to predict the rural
community in-shopping behavior. Results indicated that the social relationships between the
residents and retailers were a key indicator of rural marketplace relationships.
Threats to Rural Retailers
Large discount stores have entered into rural America and created increased competition for
existing small retailers. This has been a significant trend since World War I, when discount
stores began in abandoned textile mills and then quickly spread to metropolitan areas across the
United States (Brennan & Lundsten, 2000). Large retailers have had a significant impact on rural
commerce despite offering consumer benefits, appealing to a variety of market segments, and
offering economic growth to the community (Arnold & Luthra, 2000). Studies found that when
large discount stores entered small towns, consumers favored their low prices and larger variety
of merchandise. In addition, when big box stores entered rural markets, local businesses in the
downtown core experienced a decline (Arnold & Luthra, 2000; Brennan & Lundsten, 2000).
An additional factor for the rural retail decline has been a boom in e-commerce shopping
opportunities for rural residents (Stevens, 2016). Online shopping offers consumers the
convenience of being able to purchase anything from fashion to staples, often at a lower price
than from the local retailer. Companies such as Amazon.com offer incentives to customers such
as free shipping and returns, including 2-day delivery. Rural consumers, those that drive ten or
more miles to shop for everyday products, now buy up to 73% of their products online (Stevens,
2016). This replicates consumer shopping behavior of the past, where rural consumers used
catalogs to purchase hard-to-find items. Compared to catalogs, online shopping offers greater
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merchandise selection, personalization, and vast information searches (Van den Poel & Leunis,
1999; Walsh & Godfrey, 2000). Because of the competition, many brick-and-mortar rural
retailers have been unable to sustain their businesses.
Competing with Large Discounters
However, rural retailers have the opportunity to compete with large retailers in their
communities. Successful strategies include offering increased product assortments in categories
not carried by the chain stores, providing higher quality merchandise selection, and a unique
branded product (Brennan & Lundsten, 2000). Many small retailers tend to focus on
personalized customer services, exemplary service, including friendliness, recognition of
customer uniqueness, high level of support provided by the sales associate, and customization of
product offerings to fit customer needs. These attributes are positively correlated with loyalty
(Bitner et al., 1994; Levesque & Boeck, 2017; Surprenant & Solomon, 1987). Personalization
has been an essential component in a retail setting that keeps customers returning to stores.
Personalization was an essential component for the consumer in the offline setting (Zeithaml et
al., 2005). In today’s retail context, personalization is key to making the local retailer stand apart
from their big-box competitors by offering personalized service to each customer that they
encounter in their store.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of the study was to describe how rural retailers self-evaluate their business
environment, merchandising strategies, challenges, and opportunities. Based on an understanding
of rural retailers’ operations and experiences, the outcome objective was to develop strategic
guidelines tailored to solve the problems of small retailers in rural communities.
Methodology
This study employed qualitative methods to better understand merchandising strategies used in
rural retailing. The Institutional Review Board at the University of Minnesota approved the
study. Due to the lack of research in a rural context, a grounded theory approach guided the
deductive identification of concepts and relationships (Charmaz, 2014). Using this method,
interview transcripts and field note summaries were coded for themes. In-depth semi-structured
interviews were conducted with eight small business owners from March to November 2019.
Business owners in a rural county in Minnesota were used as the sampling frame.
Recruiting participants was a challenge, and we used multiple strategies. First, we relied on
referrals from community partners. The community partners were employees at the Economic
Development Commission and were actively involved with local businesses. Community
partners compiled a list of eleven local retail businesses qualified to participate in our study.
After reaching out to all suggested businesses, business owners agreed to participate in the study.
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Participants were also recruited from thirty local business owners who were enrolled in a Retail
Design Workshop co-hosted by the University of Minnesota faculty and students from the Retail
Merchandising program, community partners, and the Center for Community Vitality, University
of Minnesota Extension. A total of four business owners from the workshop agreed to participate
in the study. This resulted in a total sample population of eight small business owners from a
rural county in Minnesota, yielding a total response rate of 19.5%.
This response rate is similar to previous research focused on local retailers (Kim et al., 2014). In
addition, previous research on local retailing has used fewer than 12 participants in the sampling
frame due to participants’ low willingness to participate in research (Jackson & Stoel, 2011; Kim
et al., 2014, 2018). As rural retailers are a hard-to-reach population, this sampling method was
appropriate (Shaghaghi et al., 2011). The product mix of the stores includes retailers from
various categories, including fashion, floral, home decor, consignment, and an armory. However,
the sample is not representative of all rural retailers throughout Minnesota or the United States.
The interviews were conducted one-on-one in-person at the business location during regular
business hours and lasted about one hour in length. The interviews were conducted by one
researcher, who was female and Caucasian. The researcher had participated in the 12-week
design seminar and was familiar with the participating businesses.
A semi-structured interview protocol was used by the researcher and peer-reviewed to ensure
that data on key points were collected consistently (Castillo-Montoya, 2016). The open questions
were designed to establish trust and comfort between the interviewee and interviewer. The
interview began with a basic question, “Please describe your business to me.” This invited the
interviewee to share information about their business. This “big picture question” was followed
by several subsections that continued to expand on the initial question. Follow-up questions were
then used to better understand the big picture and help the participants expand their answers.
Knowledge-based questions were used to extract factual information from participants, such as
“Please walk me through a typical business day at your store” and “What type of merchandising
strategies do you use to reach customers?” Finally, an opinion-based question was used to better
understand how the participants felt about their competition. These questions provided order
throughout the interview, and additional probes and prompts were provided by the researcher to
extract more information during the interview.
Interviews were recorded using the voice record application on the iPhone, and field notes were
taken by hand during the interview. Following the interviews, field notes were summarized for
each participant, and interviews were transcribed verbatim and verified for accuracy and
revisions by the researcher. To ensure the plausibility, credibility, and trustworthiness of our
study, several methods were adopted to promote qualitative research validity. First, interpretive
validity was used to accurately understand the participant’s “viewpoints, thoughts, feelings,
intentions, and experiences” (Johnson, 1997). To properly achieve validity, member checking
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was used. After collecting, interpreting, and making conclusions from our data, the findings were
shared with participants and other members of the research team so that the participants could
judge the accuracy and credibility of the results. This is one of the most critical techniques for
establishing credibility in the research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Second, data were collected over an extended period. Using the extended fieldwork strategy, the
researchers built rapport with the participants, which involved multiple visitations and
correspondence with participants over an eight-month time frame (Creswell & Poth, 2016). This
allowed sufficient time to study participants and their setting to establish behavior patterns
(Johnson, 1997).
Last, the research underwent a multi-round peer-review process with “disinterested peer
researchers” who were not involved in the study (Johnson, 1997). This helped improve the initial
quality of the methodology and the overall quality of the data interpretations. The researchers
also performed reflexivity to reduce the threat to validity in our study (Hammersley & Atkinson,
1995; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). This process involved critical self-reflection by identifying
potential predispositions and biases that may affect the research process and conclusions.
Data Analysis
The researchers developed a rigorous, innovative strategy to analyze and interpret the data based
on the research questions addressing how rural business owners operate their businesses. After
the interviews were conducted, the interviews were recorded and then transcribed for coding.
The interviews were transcribed using QSR NVivo qualitative analysis software version 10 and
then checked for accuracy against the recordings (Richards, 2014).
Following transcription, the researchers first used open coding methods recommended by Strauss
(1987) to determine the initial categories that had similar properties and characteristics for each
retailer. The researchers developed an open coding scheme that used sentence-by-sentence
analysis of the transcribed interviews to identify categories of merchandising strategies.
Frequency counts were used in the coding process to analyze repeated words or phrases found in
the data (Namey et al., 2008; Ryan & Bernard, 2017). Second, axial coding was used to identify
relationships between the categories and concepts. Researchers used the categories identified in
the open coding process to determine how they were related to each other (Strauss & Corbin,
1998). Finally, selective coding was used to determine the core themes of the data (Strauss &
Corbin, 1998). From the eight interviews, a total of five themes emerged. Only repeated themes
found in at least three of the participant’s interviews were included in the analysis.
Researchers in the data collection process also used memo writing. The memos ranged from
detailed analysis of specific merchandising strategies to simple notes taken by the researcher.
The memos helped to explain and confirm emerging concepts and relationships in the evolving
theory.
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Results
Data analysis resulted in five clear themes of merchandising strategies used by rural retailers.
Merchandising strategies can be defined as a set of strategic methods intended to promote the
goods and services of a business to increase sales and maintain a competitive product (Business
Dictionary, n.d.). The emergent themes consisted of (a) localism, (b) experiential retailing, (c)
niche market, (e) awareness, and (f) marketing strategies. These emergent themes provide a
deeper understanding of the experience that rural retailers face. The emergent themes were then
divided into subcategories. A concept map depicting these five themes is presented in Figure 1,
and a summary of the results and sample statements of the analysis are shown in Table 1.
Figure 1. Concept Map of Rural Retailers Merchandising Strategies
Localism
• Product Offerings
• “Buy Local”
• Community Partnerships
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Demographics
Participants for the study consisted of a diverse group of small business owners from a rural
county in Minnesota. Each participant had been in operation for over two years and had less than
two retail locations. The business owners consisted of both males and females between the ages
of 35-70 years old. The businesses were a combination of individual and family-owned and
operated establishments from various industries, including men and women’s apparel, home
décor, second-hand merchandise, floral, and guns.
Localism
A prominent theme that emerged from the data was localism. In prior literature, localism was
used in reference to a social movement that supports strengthening local economies and reducing
dependency on nonlocal sources (Ciuchta & O’Toole, 2018). The localism movement advocates
that consumers shop from local businesses in their town and not from big-box retailers (Kurland
et al., 2012). Key components of localism within the retail context include shopping with your
local retailer, producing goods locally or within the United States, and using local resources.
Through the series of interviews, retailers identified local components as key merchandising
strategies for their retail operations.
Merchandising strategies of the localism theme included local merchandise assortment, the “buy
local” movement, and community partners. Localism is promoted through the retailer’s
merchandise assortment. All retailers in the study identified specific products they sell that were
produced using local resources. For example, one retailer sold goods from both local artists and
consignment vendors. These products consist of artwork, hand-painted furniture, and homemade
signs. By incorporating local elements into their product offering, they created a unique product
offering at their store, making them stand out from larger, national chains. In addition to product
offerings, retailers indicated support for the “buy local” movement within their community. The
primary goal of this movement was to strengthen and grow the local community. This can be
achieved by keeping dollars circulating throughout local businesses rather than shopping at
national chains (Kurland & McCaffrey, 2016; Myles, 2010). Retailers indicated doing this
through two methods: (a) creating group events with other local businesses in the community and
(b) forming partnerships with other businesses. The creation of these partnerships created repeat
business for the stores and gave the stores added visibility in the community. Retailers were also
able to use these partnerships for joint marketing initiatives to promote their local events.
Last, localism was seen through community partnerships. Local businesses indicated support
from their local Chamber of Commerce, University Extension Office, and the Economic
Development Commission office. These community partners provided support through business
development opportunities and local marketing initiatives. Through these partnerships,
businesses can stay visible and active in their local community. This is essential in the localism
movement, which emphasizes support from the government in enhancing economic development
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by encouraging purchases from independently-owned businesses in the area (Hess, 2009;
Kurland et al., 2012). Community partnerships were also seen through donations to the local
community. Retailers reported participating in local community auctions and donating unsold
merchandise to local organizations, providing an opportunity to give back to their communities.
Experiential Retailing
The second theme that emerged was experiential retailing. Experience in retailing has become an
essential component for retailers as a way to differentiate themselves from competitors. Offering
a unique experience entices customers to visit the store and creates repeat customers. Experience
in the retail environment can be in the form of an activity, event, or in-store customer service.
The retailers identified creating a customer experience as a strength of their retail operations.
Experiential retailing for the retailers was also event-driven. Retailers created events to drive
customers to their retail store locations. One way this was achieved is through in-store classes.
The creation of classes for the retailers was found to drive consumers to the store and created an
added profit for the retailers beyond just the merchandise assortment.
Customer service was seen as a key element of the in-store experience that made the retailers
stand out from big-box competitors. Across all participants, retailers discussed their superior
customer service offerings in the form of educated sales staff and customer relationship
management. Educating sales staff was seen as a top priority for multiple businesses. Customers
relied on the sales staff to educate them on their decision-making process and the product. In
most retailers, sales staff were primarily the owners and a few part-time, trusted employees.
Finally, sensory elements were observed and discussed as a component of the consumer’s overall
store experience. Multiple retailers in the study indicated that the five sensory elements,
including sight, smell, hearing, taste, and touch, were important elements of their merchandising
strategies. The addition of these small sensory elements significantly impacted their overall
customer experience in the store and added to repeat customers.
Niche Market
Participants indicated niche marketing was a common practice used by all rural retailers. A niche
market is a subset of the market which is focused on a specific product offering. The market
niche is identified through specific market needs such as price range, quality, and demographic
needs (Teplensky et al., 1993). In a study by Parrish et al. (2006), niche marketing was found to
be a strategy used by retailers to stand out from their competitors. Niche marketing was achieved
by rural retails by carrying unique products not offered at big box stores.
In addition to unique products, quality of merchandise was identified as a top factor setting the
interviewees apart from their competition. Customers will seek out specific retailers to get high-
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quality merchandise that they cannot find at other retailers in the area. Customers would drive
long distances of over a thirty-mile radius to visit the retailers. This was due to a lack of product
offerings in their local areas and a desire for good quality merchandise that was limited in their
surrounding area.
Participants noted they were not threatened by big-box local brick and mortar stores such as
Wal-Mart or online retailers such as Amazon. The retailers felt their niche product offering
differentiated them from these national stores and appealed to customers who were not satisfied
with the online-only experience.
Awareness
A fourth theme identified from the interviews was awareness of the competition in the current
retail landscape. Awareness was defined as being aware of the competitive market
characteristics, including resources and market commonalities that other retailers used in their
business operations (Kelly & Booth, 2004). By having an awareness of the competition, retailers
were able to gain a competitive advantage over their competition. A strategic way to identify
competition is through social media, such as Facebook or Instagram, which allowed the business
owners to identify the potential competition and follow their activities.
Awareness was also discussed in terms of competitor weaknesses and strengths. Identifying
positive and negative traits of competitors helped to strategically place retailers above their
competition and differentiate themselves in the market. Sellers contrasted their products with
competing products in the market and emphasized the unique aspects that made them superior
against competing businesses (Product Differentiation, 2018). Retailers can use this to gain a
competitive advantage by demonstrating that their products were unique to other sellers.
Marketing Strategies
Marketing Strategies emerged as the final dominant theme of the research. Rural retailers can use
marketing strategies to gain visibility in the community and grow their business. Rural retailers
indicated the use of primarily social media and word-of-mouth marketing tactics to reach
customers. These two forms of marketing were free sources of advertising, relying on their
existing customer network to generate future business. Social media marketing strategies
included posting pictures of new merchandise, hosting events, and connecting with their local
community. For word-of-mouth advertising, customers would use social media to share the
retailer’s post with their friend network. Also, the retailers relied on previous customers to
promote their business to future customers.
Traditional marketing strategies, such as radio and the local paper, were also used to reach the
retailer’s community network. The use of these marketing initiatives was primarily event-driven,
promoting their in-store events for a specific time. Some interviewees indicated working with the
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local paper and radio to promote their in-store events, and others indicated being highlighted in
the local paper with a feature story.
Finally, some retailers relied on new forms of technology to grow their customer base and create
more awareness of their business outside their community. This was done through the use of
third-party platforms, which already had a large customer reach. Retailers would market their
products on these platforms, and then the third-party platform would connect the rural retailer
with the customer. For some retailers, this brought in over 60% of their business. Although the
use of technology was successful for some retailers, others indicated a lack of technology use in
their business. Some reported not having a website or point-of-sale system for operating their
business due to the financial cost associated with these third-party platforms; most felt that the
additional use of technology was not a necessary expense to operate their business. Those who
indicated they did not use third-party technology systems to run their business still reported using
a social media platform, either Facebook or Instagram, to market their business. These platforms
gave them the best reach to their customers in an affordable, easy-to-operate system.
Table 1. Themes and Sample Statements
Theme
Localism

Merchandising
Strategies
Local
Merchandise
Community
Partners

Experiential
Retailing

Creating a
Customer
Experience
Event-driven
Customer
Service

Sample Statement
Dave and Maggie, home décor store owners, said, “We are getting
our own candle line coming in, in which we have a local artist who
is creating candles for us, and we are branding that ourselves.”
Rhonda, a clothing store manager, said, “Small towns are dying
across the U.S., and the Chamber helps connect stores to their local
community. Our local Chamber is very involved in supporting our
business which helps create a buzz in our town.”
Rachel, a women’s clothing store owner, said, “I’m more, good with
experience part of it because ladies like to come and have fun trying
things on.”
Sandra, a floral farm owner, said, “My classes are huge! Everyone
wants that experience, social gatherings type of thing, whatever a
night out, that entertainment thing.”
Travis and Peggy, furniture store owners, said, “Customers rely
heavily on the sales staff knowledge to make their final decisions.”
Tonya, a women’s clothing store owner, said, “Most of my
customers look to me for guidance on what to wear next, what
brands, what will fit them; I have 20 years’ experience in this.”

Sensory
Elements

Rachel, a women’s clothing store owner, said, “I will stay open late
for specific customer requests and to meet their individual needs.”
Travis and Peggy, furniture store owners, said, “You know it’s the
little things, we play Beyoncé in the store, on Saturdays we serve
coffee complimentary and just do little samplings and such. It’s the
little things that make us stand out.”
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Theme
Niche
Market

Merchandising
Strategies
Product
Offerings

Quality
Lack of Threat
from Big-Box
Retailers
Awareness

Self-comparison
to Competition

Weakness and
Strength to
Competition

Marketing
Tactics

Social Media

Word-of-Mouth

Third-Party
Platforms

Sample Statement
Dave and Maggie, home décor store owners, said, “We carry unique
brands tailored to our target customers. … We are constantly adding
and removing brands to keep the assortment fresh for those that are
repeat customers.”
Sandra, a floral farm owner, said, “Everything I grow is pretty much
a novelty, unique item. I grow novelty flowers. I don’t grow
carnations or daisies, these are more California-grown product
setting. Your baby’s breath is all grown commercially in the
greenhouse setting, so what I grow is more a novelty cut flower.”
Mary Ann, Guns and Amo owner, said, “People notice good quality
merchandise and lesser quality merchandise does not last that long.”
Tonya, a women’s clothing store owner, said, “Some people like to
golf. Some people like to eat. Some people like to garden. Some
people like to shop, and Amazon doesn’t do it for them. They like to
touch it. They like to feel it. They like to walk around. They like to
go from one store to another, and that isn’t satisfied through online.”
Rachel, a women’s clothing store owner, said, “They don’t have a
lot of merchandise, but what she has, she is like pushing out the
door. Because the models are like modeling it every Tuesday on
their Instagram, and they have a good customer base, I’m guessing.
I’m thinking she probably does around $400,000 a year at least in
sales, so she is doing three times more than me.”
Rhonda, a clothing store manager, said, “her merchandising, and her
display and her presentation, when you walk in the door, it’s like
you feel like you better buy something, you don’t go in there
without like knowing that and she has her clothing. I would like her
to just come and organize clothing, but I know she probably never
will. She has 2 or 3 girls working for her full time too, so she has a
machine moving for her where it’s just me on my own, and I’m like,
what do I do?”
Dave and Maggie, home décor store owners, said, “We utilize
Facebook a lot, and it has been phenomenal for us because for
starters, it’s free, and we have a lot of people that personally
subscribe to our Facebook page for anything new that we might
have coming in or any events that we might have coming up. We
have had some very good participation of people sharing our posts,
so we’re able to reach quite a few people with anything new that we
share.”
Janice, a floral boutique owner, said, “Ninety percent of what I do is
all word of mouth, and because I’m at the two hospitals, the wordof-mouth from hospitals just is better advertising than anything you
can do.”
Sandra, a flower farm owner, said, “I get a lot of my business from
the third-party sites. Customers can go on and shop for their
arrangement, and then the business gets sent to us from the site.”
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Discussion
The study gave insight into the experience of rural retailers’ operations and experiences. The
themes that emerged during the study indicate that rural retailers face unique challenges due to
smaller populations and limited resources (e.g., Brennan & Lundsten, 2000; Hozier & Stem,
1985). The data implied that small rural retailers did not see big-box retailers as a threat to their
business operations. This is contrary to previous studies, which found the entrance of large bigbox retailers, such as Wal-Mart, into a rural community as an imminent threat to their survival
(McGee & Peterson, 2000; Parnell & Lester, 2008). Big-box retailers can offer lower prices and
a greater assortment of products; however, local retailers offer unique goods and services that
customers cannot find elsewhere (Brennan & Lundsten, 2000). The retailers were strategic in
their product offerings to their customers and their marketing efforts and connection with the
local community.
To create a unique product assortment, retailers took two approaches. First, retailers sold locallymade products produced by local artisans or business owners as part of their merchandise
assortment. Products consisted of a range of goods, including apparel, floral, art, and furniture.
These goods created a unique product offering for retailers. Offering unique, local products
enticed consumers to shop locally (Zebal & Jackson, 2019). Studies found that shopping locally
helped boost the local economy by bringing money back to the community (Paddison &
Calderwood, 2007; Smith & Sparks, 2000; Williams, 1997). Also, shopping locally can promote
a cleaner environment (Kurland et al., 2012). When goods are produced within the community,
they do not have to travel as far to get to the end consumer. This has a reduction in the product’s
environmental footprint (Kurland et al., 2012).
Second, each retailer had a specific product that they were selling, making them stand out from
their competitors in areas such as brand selection and high-quality merchandise. Retailers
differentiated themselves in the market by carrying a product assortment not found in large, bigbox retailers (Brennan & Lundsten, 2000). The retailers also positioned themselves as destination
retailers, enticing consumers to drive long distances to visit their store for reasons such as price,
quality, service, merchandise selection, and entertainment (e.g., Hermann & Belk, 1968;
Papadopoulos, 1980; Thompson, 1971).
Our data also suggested that retailers must have an awareness of the retail environment around
them. This can be accomplished by developing relationships with external organizations (an
essential strategy for small business development; Street & Cameron, 2007) and closely
following the competition. The study participants were members of community groups, which
featured like-minded business owners that shared similar passions and enthusiasm for their
businesses. Having these groups created a sense of community amongst competitors, thus
creating a common bond (Paddison & Calderwood, 2007). According to a meta-analysis by
Street and Cameron (2007), by having membership in external organizations, small businesses
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had increased access to business development and planning tools, external resources, and
increased awareness of their competition in the community.
To stay connected and aware of the competition, participants used social media. Social media use
resulted in increased awareness of competition, enhanced relationships with customers, the
ability to reach new customers, and the promotion of products online (Jones et al., 2015). As
small businesses operate on a smaller marketing budget compared to large big-box retailers,
social media provides the ability to attract customers for free or lower cost compared to
traditional marketing outlets (Jones et al., 2015). Each participant had a business page on
Facebook or Instagram, which allowed them to connect with new and existing customers, market
new merchandise, and follow other businesses.
In addition to social media, word-of-mouth marketing was another free source used. Word-ofmouth marketing relies on acquiring new customers through previous customer
recommendations (Stokes & Lomax, 2002). Many participants found that previous customer
recommendations were a primary source to gain new customers for the future. As these small
businesses have a closer relationship with their customer, this was a successful marketing tactic
(Vered, 2007).
Implications for Extension Educators
Extension educators can use these findings to help educate retailers on future best business
practices. First, this can be achieved by creating educational opportunities within the community
for business development in the areas of marketing, assortment planning, target marketing, and
business operations (Kim et al., 2014). These areas, identified from the research, would help
provide rural retailers with tailored support based on their business needs. As rural retailers have
limited resources available to them in both time and money, a retail design seminar tailored to
the specific needs of rural retailers can help guide rural retailers in best practices. Second,
Extension educators can help connect local retailers to their Chamber of Commerce and
Economic Development Commission office. As identified by the participants, local government
organizations help to support retailers and make them visible in the community. Establishing a
connection with the local government agencies is key to the success of rural retailers. This
creates high visibility and provides support for businesses.
Third, Extension educators should recognize that rural retailers are not a heterogeneous group
(Kim et al., 2014). Each rural retailer has specific business obstacles and customer demands that
may create barriers to their success. Many retailers have not received formal training in the areas
of retail management, merchandising, and entrepreneurship. Extension educators can design
tailored technical support programs to work one-on-one with retailers to meet their specific
industry needs. This can provide the added support needed by retailers to succeed in today’s
retail environment.
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Limitations and Further Research
The qualitative methods employed for the study used the grounded theory to develop the
theoretical framework for the study. Through a series of eight interviews, small business owners
in rural Minnesota were interviewed to develop a deeper understanding of rural merchandising
strategies and better understand the retailers’ unique circumstances. This study is based on
interviews with business owners who volunteered to be in the study from one rural county in
Minnesota, so it was a convenience sample. Since this sample focused on just one county in the
United States, it may not be generalizable to other rural businesses or other rural towns. But
because this is a qualitative study, it is not intended to be generalizable to the entire population
but rather to be context-specific to rural retailers merchandising strategies.
During the interviews, noticeable limitations emerged. First, the interviews were conducted in
the retail store locations during business hours. As a result, the interviews were interrupted by
regular business operations, such as telephone calls and customers. However, this provided
additional observation opportunities for the analysis. In addition, the study was conducted in
partnership with the University Extension office. Extension offices provided a connection to the
community but may not provide a high level of theoretical foundation to the study.
This study was limited to the U.S. retail industry, but the findings could be translated to other
countries facing comparable rural retailing issues. Similar research should be conducted in
different countries and settings to develop a deeper understanding of the unique problems that
rural retailers face. Future research can also be conducted quantitatively to determine the extent
to which the variables studied influence rural retailer’s business strategies. Other factors, such as
the consumer point of view that did not appear in the study, could be investigated further. Thus,
future research could explore rural retailing from a consumer’s perspective and analyze their
perspective of rural retailing merchandising strategies and barriers to shopping at these retailers.
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Exploring Early Career Extension Agents’ Perceptions of Their
Mentors, Best Liked Coworkers, and Organizational Commitment
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Forming positive relationships is an important part of the onboarding process for
new Extension professionals. Often, formal mentors are assigned to new
employees, but they also develop relationships with other colleagues in the
organization. Past studies have found quality relationships with mentors and
coworkers can positively influence job outcomes such as employee turnover,
organizational performance, and organizational commitment. This study
examined the perceptions that early career Extension agents in Florida, Georgia,
and Mississippi had of their formal mentors and best-liked coworkers using a
causal-comparative design and online survey. Results showed early career
Extension agents tended to have marginally positive views of their relationships
with their formal mentors but perceived high-quality relationships with their
coworkers. Neither type of relationship was significantly related to organizational
commitment, but increased frequency of contact with the formal mentor was
significantly related to more positive perceptions of the mentoring relationship.
Extension organizations should provide structured guidelines for frequency of
interactions between mentors and mentees to help improve those relationships.
Keywords: mentor, organizational commitment, psychosocial support, retention,
LMX-7
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Introduction
Workplace mentoring is often touted as a panacea for a variety of issues related to organizational
culture (Riley, 2019), leadership development (Sosik & Lee, 2002), and personnel onboarding
(Srivastava, 2015). In many organizations, mentoring has evolved from a one-directional,
hierarchical relationship between a more experienced individual and a less experienced partner
(Kram, 1985) to one that promotes reciprocal learning and enhances inter-personal networks
(Mylona et al., 2016; Riley, 2019; Srivastava, 2015). In the context of Cooperative Extension,
formal mentoring for agents was not addressed in the literature until the mid-eighties at The Ohio
State University (Smith & Beckley, 1985), where it was employed “as an informal supplement to
the formal orientation activities provided during the agent’s first year on the job” (para. 5).
By nature, Extension is about building relationships with external stakeholders and with
colleagues. As such, formal and informal mentors can provide support, friendship, and
motivation to mentees (Smith & Beckley, 1985) while also helping mentees better understand
their roles and responsibilities (Place & Bailey, 2010). A mentoring support system offers social
benefits in that it decreases the stress on new agents to find someone they can trust who is not a
direct supervisor. A mentor can also help agents feel supported and find meaning in their job,
two primary concerns cited by younger generations entering the workforce (Varner, 2011).
Professionally, mentees learn how to build relationships with clientele, engage in problemsolving and risk-taking in a safe environment, and develop strong educational programs, which
are all critical competencies for success as an Extension agent (Byington, 2010; Place & Bailey,
2010). In turn, mentors gain personal satisfaction and new perspectives on the organization
(Place & Bailey, 2010).
Developing positive mentorship is essential to the onboarding and professional development of
new employees (Allen & Poteet, 1999; Inzer & Crawford, 2005). Mentoring provides new
employees with emotional support, technical support, personal growth, professional growth, and
career development (Brown, 2005; Gill et al., 2012; Sparks et al., 2017; Stanley & Flood, 2017).
From an organizational perspective, the formation and maintenance of positive mentor
relationships is thought to help reduce employee turnover, improve organizational performance,
retain the investment in employee development, and increase employee organizational
commitment (Allen et al., 2006; Denny, 2016; Greiman, 2016; Raabe & Beehr, 2003; Strong &
Harder, 2009; Tummons et al., 2018). However, few studies have attempted to quantify the
impact of mentoring relationships on organizational commitment in Cooperative Extension
settings, limiting our understanding of how mentoring might be used to influence this important
organizational outcome.
Theoretical and Conceptual Framework
Exchange theory posits mentorship is dyadic in nature (Brown, 2005; Greiman, 2016). Both the
mentor and mentee exchange information and ideas in a reciprocal manner and receive benefits
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throughout a positive mentoring relationship (Kram, 1985; Ragins & Scandura, 1999).
Conceptually, mentoring consists of three behaviors that define the relationship between a
mentor and mentee: (a) career development, (b) social support, and (c) role modeling (Kram,
1983; Scandura & Ragins, 1993). Kram (1985) described career development as helping new
hires understand the job and prepare them for advancement within the organization. Specific
career development behaviors include “coaching, sponsoring their advancement, increasing their
positive exposure and visibility, and offering them protection and challenging assignments”
(Kram, 1985, p. 5). Social support or psychological support includes (a) building trust; (b)
interpersonal bonds; and (c) providing counseling, friendship, and role-modeling (Kram, 1985).
Scandura and Ragins (1993) distinguished role modeling as a separate behavior characterized by
the extent to which the mentee follows the mentor’s model. When all three mentoring behaviors
are present in a mentoring relationship, the organizational outcomes of job satisfaction,
organizational commitment, and reduced turnover are affected (Kram, 1983).
Our study was influenced by the work of Raabe and Beehr (2003), who examined formal
mentoring, supervisor, and coworker relationships for employees in two companies. Raabe and
Beehr sought to determine how closely mentor and mentee perceptions of their relationship
matched. More germane to our study, Raabe and Beehr also examined the effects of supervisory
relationships, formal mentoring relationships, and coworker relationships on the outcomes of job
satisfaction, organizational commitment, and turnover intentions. They hoped to find evidence
that formal mentoring relationships would create “added value” (Raabe & Beehr, 2003, p. 277)
beyond what would be observed from supervisors and coworkers. However, the results showed
formal mentoring relationships were not related to the employee outcome measurements.
Instead, Raabe and Beehr (2003) concluded that “Supervisor and coworker relationships were
more important than mentoring relationships in their potential effects on an individual’s
organizational commitment, job satisfaction, and turnover intent” (p. 285). One possible
explanation offered by the authors was that mentors spent less time with their mentees than
coworkers and supervisors, providing less opportunity to influence outcomes. As a result, Raabe
and Beehr recommended supervisors and coworkers conduct mentoring functions intended to
influence organizational commitment, job satisfaction, and/or turnover intent.
We focused on organizational commitment as an outcome of positive mentor relationships.
Organizational commitment is defined as “the relative strength of an individual’s identification
with and involvement in a particular organization,” and it “involves an active relationship with
the organization such that individuals are willing to give something of themselves in order to
contribute to the organization’s wellbeing” (Mowday et al., 1978, p. 4). A committed employee
will portray a willingness and/or behave in three different ways: (a) a strong belief in an
organization’s goals and values, (b) willingness to put forth considerable effort on behalf of the
organization, and (c) a strong desire to stay in the organization (Mowday et al., 1978).
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Organizational commitment is important to Cooperative Extension because of its history of
challenges with agent retention (Extension Committee on Organization and Policy (ECOP)
Leadership Advisory Council, 2005). Martin and Kaufman (2013) declared, “Within Extension,
we need to know more about the job satisfaction and commitment of agents, especially as they
relate to intent to quit” (Review of Literature, para. 1). Their research of agents in the southern
United States – the same region as this study – found agents were moderately committed to the
organization. Further, Martin and Kaufman found organizational commitment was strongly
negatively related to intent to quit. An older study by Bowen et al. (1994) found a national
sample of 4-H agents was somewhat committed to their Extension organization, and that
commitment was significantly higher for older, married, and more experienced agents. No
studies were found examining the influence of mentoring or coworker relationships on
organizational commitment.
Purpose and Objectives
The purpose of the study was to investigate the potential influence of Extension mentor and
coworker relationships on early career agents’ organizational commitment. Specifically, we
sought to (a) describe early career agents’ perceptions of their relationship with their formal
mentor, perceptions of their relationship with their best-liked coworkers, and organizational
commitment; (b) determine if any relationship existed between frequency of contact with a
mentor and new agents’ perceptions of the mentoring relationship, and (c) compare the effects of
mentor relationships and coworker relationships on organizational commitment.
Study Context
Three active mentoring programs in the southern region of the United States were selected for
inclusion in our study. The programs have commonalities in that they are led by Extension
program and staff development specialists (rather than human resources personnel), focused on
early career agents, and in states known to share cultural and psychological similarities
(Rentfrow et al., 2013). Three members of our authorship team lead these mentor programs; we
share a common commitment to using data to identify areas in need of improvement so that our
institutions’ mentoring programs provide the best possible support for early career agents.
New hires for University of Florida, Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences (UF/IFAS)
Extension are required by university regulation to have at least one mentor for the duration of
their tenure probationary period, which typically lasts six years. The five District Extension
Directors (DEDs) – middle managers in the UF/IFAS Extension system - are responsible for
ensuring new hires are assigned mentors. Some DEDs prefer to assign mentors, while others
prefer to have new agents choose their mentors. All assigned mentors are supposed to complete
an online asynchronous mentor training that provides information on the following topics: roles
and responsibilities of mentors and proteges, contact and interaction, establishing a healthy
work/life balance, program development 101, methods of teaching and learning, and integrating
Journal of Human Sciences and Extension
Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 9, Number 2, 2021
Volume 9, Number 2, 2021

Full Issue, Volume 9, Number 2

Exploring Early Career Extension Agents’ Perceptions

88

84

into organizational culture. Mentor/protégé pairs can request funding from the Extension Dean’s
office to support one face-to-face meeting. The university regulation prevents written reports
from being required of mentors, so the only standard paperwork is a mentor/protégé agreement
that articulates the specific responsibilities of each party and is signed at the beginning of the
mentoring relationship. Mentor service is voluntary with no additional compensation, although
the organization annually recognizes and financially rewards one UF/IFAS Extension Mentor of
the Year.
New hires for University of Georgia (UGA) Extension are assigned two mentors for the duration
of their first year in their role as Public Service Faculty Extension Agent. Mentoring for UGA
Extension has no additional compensation, and mentors can have a maximum of two mentees at
one time. The four DEDs in the UGA Extension system are responsible for ensuring new hires
have their mentor team consisting of a program mentor and relationship mentor. The mentee’s
district Program Development Coordinator (PDC) coordinates the team. Program mentors are in
the same program area as the mentee and focus on providing basic program information,
connecting mentee to technical experts, coordinating site visits, aiding in learning the program
planning and reporting processes, reinforcing learnings from formal onboarding trainings, and
explaining scholarship expectations. Relationship mentors can be from any program area and
focus on personnel management, office dynamics, interacting with the community, building
relationships, and other aspects of working in the county (i.e., navigating the urban or rural
contexts). Mentor assignments consider the county size, county dynamics, personalities, and
geographic location of mentees and potential mentors. All assigned mentors are supposed to
complete a face-to-face mentor training that provides information on the following topics: roles
and responsibilities of mentors and mentees, distinctions between the two types of mentors,
coaching techniques, and a philosophy of connecting mentees to resources and experiences
instead of a focus on dissemination of technical expertise. Districts provide travel budgets for
each mentor to go to the mentee’s county for a visit and for the mentee to travel to each mentor’s
county for a visit at least once in the first three months and then as needed moving forward.
Mentees and mentors provide feedback on the relationship via quarterly surveys. Results are
shared with the DED and PDC of the mentee and the statewide coordinator of the mentor
program.
Extension agents hired by Mississippi State University (MSU) Extension are paired with a group
of at least two certified mentors for the first 12 months on the job. Mentors are encouraged to
continue the relationship informally with the new agent for at least an additional six months. The
Regional Extension Coordinators (RECs) work in partnership with the state Program and Staff
Development (PSD) Extension Specialist to identify appropriate mentors in their region. The
process of selecting mentors for each new hire is both objective and subjective and depends on
several factors, including the educational background and experience of the new agent, the
existing stakeholder relationships and political climate in their respective county, program area
appointment, and personality similarities or differences of both the mentors and new agent.
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Mentors are trained either face-to-face or synchronously online by the PSD Specialist on the
following topics: roles and responsibilities, adult learning principles and practices,
communication and conflict management, and mentoring strategies and best practices. Mentors
receive a salary stipend, paid monthly for one year, to incentivize and reward their leadership
and interactions with their mentees. This stipend also supports four in-person visits between the
mentors and mentee. Mentors may be asked to work with up to three new agents at a time. There
are no formal reports required from the mentors, but the PSD Specialist follows up regularly with
both mentors and mentees, as well as the REC, to determine if changes need to be made to a
respective pairing.
Methods
A causal-comparative design was used to accomplish the research objectives. The target
population consisted of early career Extension professionals employed by UF/IFAS, UGA, and
MSU Extension agencies. For consistency, this study refers to individuals of the population as
agents. Early career was operationally defined as agents who had fewer than four years of
Extension experience.
The three study researchers with responsibility for leading their state’s mentoring program
provided a list of agents who qualified as potential participants (N = 217). UF/IFAS Extension
had 95 early career agents, UGA Extension had 99 early career agents, and MSU Extension had
23 early career agents. Agents represented common Extension program areas, including
agriculture, natural resources, family and consumer sciences, and 4-H.
The survey instrument closely followed the design of the instrument used by Raabe and Beehr
(2003). There were three major sections: (a) mentoring relationships, (b) best-liked coworker
relationships, and (c) organizational commitment. Additional questions asked if the respondents
had a majority 4-H appointment and what types of additional support would be helpful to them
as early career agents.
Mentoring relationships were measured by (a) career development, (b) psychosocial support
activities, and (c) role modeling constructs. Items were adapted from Raabe and Beehr (2003),
who developed their instrument based on the work of Scandura and Ragins (1993). Wording
changes were made to reflect the Extension context. For example, the question asking how often
a mentee goes to lunch with his/her mentor was changed to how often a mentee socializes with
the mentor when they are together for work events. There were 15 items for mentoring
relationships measured using a 7-point Likert-type scale. The response options were: 1 =
Strongly Disagree, 2 = Moderately Disagree, 3 = Slightly Disagree, 4 = Neither Agree/Disagree,
5 = Slightly Agree, 6 = Moderately Agree, 7 = Strongly Agree. There were five items for Career
Development (CD), six items for Psychosocial Support (PS), and four items for Role Modeling
(RM). The overall mean for each construct was reported and interpreted as follows: Strongly
Disagree = 1.00 – 1.49, Moderately Disagree = 1.50 – 2.49, Slightly Disagree = 2.50 – 3.49,
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Neither Agree/Disagree = 3.50 – 4.49, Slightly Agree = 4.50 – 5.49, Somewhat Agree = 5.50 –
6.49, and Strongly Agree = 6.50 – 7.00.
Respondents were asked to consider their best-liked coworker, with the instructions that the
coworker should be a person they held in high regard but was not a direct supervisor or formal
mentor. The coworker did not have to work in the same office. In the original study, Raabe and
Beehr (2003) adapted the original LMX instrument (Liden & Maslyn, 1998) to measure
coworker relationships and referred to it as the Coworker-Member Exchange (CMX). In our
study, the best-liked coworker relationships were measured based on Benge and Harder’s (2017)
adaptation of the LMX-7 instrument (Maslyn & Uhl-Bien, 2001) for the Extension context.
Unlike in Benge and Harder’s (2017) adaptation, we measured the seven items using a 7-point
Likert-type scale to be consistent with the scale used for measuring the mentoring relationships.
Wording changes were made to reflect the focus on the best-liked coworker (rather than
supervisor) and enable the use of the same scale for all items. The LMX-7 is interpreted by
summating the scores of the individual items for each respondent to determine the quality of the
relationship. We chose to do the same with the CMX-7 items (see Table 1).
Table 1. Interpretation of the CMX-7
Score
42 – 49
34 – 41
25 – 33
16 – 24
7 – 15

Quality of Coworker-Member Exchange
Very High
High
Moderate
Low
Very Low

Organizational commitment was measured using Mowday et al.’s (1979) Organizational
Commitment Questionnaire. As with the prior two sections, the same 7-point Likert-type scale
was used to measure the 15 individual items associated with organizational commitment. Unlike
the prior two sections of the survey, the organizational commitment section included six reversecoded items to be consistent with the original instrument. No changes were made to the item
wording. We emphasized the inclusion of the items in the section instructions for the respondents
to decrease the possibility of response error. After adjustment to the reverse-coded items, the
Organizational Commitment (OC) construct was interpreted using the same ranges for measuring
mentor relationships.
Developing our instrument from three established instruments helped ensure the items included
were valid and reliable. However, we acknowledge the changes we made to two of those
instruments to suit the Extension context may have influenced both measures. Therefore, we
conducted ex post facto analysis using Cronbach’s alpha to calculate reliability. Table 2 displays
the alpha coefficients for each construct in the instrument. The reliability levels were acceptable,
as shown in Table 2.
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Table 2. Reliability of Internal Constructs
Construct
Psychosocial support activities
Career development
Role modeling
CWX-7
Organizational commitment

Items
5
6
4
7
15

Coefficient
0.85
0.93
0.88
0.89
0.90

Dillman et al. (2014) recommended sending potential respondents a pre-notice before beginning
data collection. We followed this recommendation for potential respondents from UGA
Extension and MSU Extension so that they would know to expect a survey invitation originating
from UF/IFAS Extension. The pre-notice was e-mailed on May 1, 2020, followed by the survey
invitation on May 4, a first reminder on May 8, and a final reminder on May 14. One e-mail
bounced, leaving an accessible population of 216 agents. Of those, 142 agents started the survey,
and 126 complete responses were received for a usable response rate of 58%. Ten respondents
reported not having a formal mentor and were excluded from further analysis. Nonresponse error
was guarded against by comparing early to late respondents on the five constructs of interest as
recommended by Lindner et al. (2001). Results of a series of independent t-tests indicated no
differences on the constructs between early and late respondents.
Data analysis consisted of calculating frequencies, means, and standard deviations to address the
first objective, which was descriptive in nature. The second objective sought to determine if any
relationships existed between frequency of contact and perceptions of the mentor relationship
while accounting for differences in state program groups, so a two-way MANOVA was used for
analysis. Finally, a hierarchical regression was conducted to compare the effect on organizational
commitment of mentor relationships, coworker relationships, and an interaction between the
factors.
Results
Addressing the first objective, Table 3 displays a descriptive summary of agents’ perceptions
towards their relationship with their formal mentor, relationship with their best-liked coworkers,
and organizational commitment. With respect to mentoring relationships in UF/IFAS Extension,
agents neither agreed nor disagreed that their mentor provided psychosocial support (M = 3.61,
SD = 1.52). Similarly, UF/IFAS Extension agents neither agreed nor disagreed their mentor
performed career development roles (M = 4.30, SD = 1.61). However, UF/IFAS Extension
agents somewhat agreed their mentor served as a role model (M = 5.63, SD = 1.14). In MSU
Extension, agents slightly disagreed their mentor provided psychosocial support (M = 3.31, SD =
1.47), and neither agreed nor disagreed their mentor performed career development roles (M =
3.68, SD = 2.00). In contrast, MSU Extension agents slightly agreed their mentor served as a role
model (M = 5.39, SD = 1.27).
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UGA Extension agents held somewhat similar perceptions to their colleagues in UF/IFAS
Extension. For the two mentorship programs in UGA Extension, Program Mentor (P) and
Relationship Mentor (R), agents’ neither agreed nor disagreed their mentor provided
psychosocial support (MP = 4.03, SDP = 1.41; MR = 3.70, SDR = 1.46) or performed career
development roles (MP = 4.32, SDP = 1.36; MR = 4.10, SDR = 1.69). UGA Extension agents
somewhat agreed their program and relationship mentors served as a role model (MP = 5.60, SDP
= 1.10; MR = 5.67, SDR = 1.15).
With respect to the quality of the relationships between agents and their best-liked coworker
(CWX-7), results in Table 3 were generally consistent across the three states. On average, agents
perceived there were high-quality relationships between themselves and their best-liked
coworker in UF/IFAS Extension (M = 39.86, SD = 7.49), MSU Extension (M = 40.73, SD =
7.84), and UGA Extension (M = 38.96, SD = 6.57). Organizational commitment was also
consistent across states. Agents slightly agreed they had commitment toward their respective
organization in UF/IFAS Extension (M = 5.37, SD = 1.01), MSU Extension (M = 4.85, SD =
0.83), and UGA Extension (M = 5.47, SD = 0.95).
Table 3. Descriptive Overview of Agents’ Perceptions of Study Constructs
Mean (SD)
UGA Extension (n = 47)

UF/IFAS
MSU
Extension
Extension
Construct
(n = 58)
(n = 11)
Program
Relationship
Psychosocial Support
3.61 (1.52)
3.31 (1.47)
4.03 (1.41)
3.70 (1.46)
Career Development
4.30 (1.61)
3.68 (2.00)
4.32 (1.36)
4.10 (1.69)
Role Modeling
5.63 (1.14)
5.39 (1.27)
5.60 (1.10)
5.67 (1.15)
a
CWX-7
39.86 (7.49)
40.73 (7.84)
38.96 (6.57)
Organizational Commitment
5.37 (1.01)
4.85 (0.83)
5.47 (0.95)
a
CWX-7 ranges from 7 to 49; all other constructs range from 1 to 7.

For the second objective, a two-way MANOVA was conducted to examine the relationship
between frequency of contact with a mentor and perceptions of the mentoring relationship. The
three constructs of mentoring relationships (psychosocial support, career development, and role
modeling) served as simultaneous dependent variables, while program group and contact
frequency were independent variables in the model. There were three levels within program
group: (a) UF/IFAS Extension, (b) UGA Extension – Program, and (c) UGA Extension –
Relationship. There were also three levels within contact frequency (a) at least once a week, (b) 2
- 3 times a month, and (c) less than 2 - 3 times a month. The two-way MANOVA model assessed
two main effects: (a) difference in mentoring constructs by contact frequency and (b) difference
in mentoring constructs by program group. Lastly, the model assessed the interaction effect of
program group and contact frequency on the mentoring constructs. Pillai’s Trace test statistic
was reported since there were unbalanced observations within each cell of the factorial model.
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Pillai’s Trace is generally robust to departures from model assumptions of normality and
homogeneity (Tabachnick & Fidell, 2019).
Table 4 shows the multivariate test statistics for two main effects (A and B) and the interaction
effect (A*B). Results indicated only contact frequency had a statistically significant and
simultaneous effect on psychosocial support, career development, and role modeling (F = 6.13, p
< 0.05). Program group, as a main effect, and the interaction between program group and contact
frequency did not have a statistically significant effect on the three mentoring constructs.
Therefore, results indicate significant differences in agents’ perceptions of their mentorship
relationships based on frequency of contact. The lack of a group effect (B) and interaction effect
(A*B) indicates the significant relationship between contact frequency and mentoring
relationships was consistently present across all three program groups.
Table 4. Multivariate Relationships between Mentoring Constructs and Contact Frequency by
Group
Main Effect A
Main Effect B
Interaction A*B
*p < .05.

Source
Contact Frequency
Group
Contact*Group

Pillai’s Trace
0.24
0.03
0.07

F
6.13*
0.65
1.00

η2
0.12
0.01
0.03

Given the importance of Main Effect A, as shown in the MANOVA model, Table 5 displays the
between-subject effects of contact frequency on mentoring constructs. Results indicated contact
frequency had a statistically significant effect on all three dependent variables: psychosocial
support (F = 13.23, p < 0.05), career development (F = 18.24, p < 0.05), and role modeling (F =
9.78, p < 0.05). Following Cohen’s (1988) interpretation of effect size, the effect of contact
frequency was characterized as medium on role modeling (η2 = 0.13), and large on psychosocial
support (η2 = 0.16) and career development (η2 = 0.21). Due to the insignificant interaction
effect (A*B) shown in Table 4, this relationship holds for all program groups.
Table 5. Between-Subjects Effect of Contact Frequency on Mentoring Constructs
Source
Main Effect (A)
Contact Frequency

Dependent Variables
Psychosocial Support
Career Development
Role Modeling

df
2
2
2

F
13.23*
18.24*
9.78*

η2
0.16
0.21
0.13

*p < .05.

Table 6 provides a factor-level assessment of contact frequency on the mentoring constructs
(Main Effect A). It shows the Bonferroni-adjusted Tukey’s post-hoc comparisons of mentoring
relationship construct means by contact frequency. Results indicated the between-group effects
of contact frequency were consistent across mentoring constructs. Results indicated the mean
scores for psychosocial support, career development, and role modeling were statistically and
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significantly higher for mentees who met with their mentors at least once a week or 2-3 times a
month compared to those who met fewer than 2-3 times a month. This indicates mentees who
met with their mentor more often were more in agreement that their mentor performed functions
related to psychosocial support, career development, and role modeling, regardless of the state of
employment.
Table 6. Post-hoc Comparisons of Construct Means by Contact Frequency
Dependent

Contact Frequency
n
At least once a week
18
Psychosocial Support
2-3 times a month
51
Less than 2-3 times a month
76
At least once a week
18
Career Development
2-3 times a month
51
Less than 2-3 times a month
76
At least once a week
18
Role Modeling
2-3 times a month
51
Less than 2-3 times a month
76
Note. Bonferroni-adjusted Tukey’s post-hoc: a ≠ b.
a
Multiple comparison group a: At least once a week and 2-3 times a month.
b
Multiple comparison group b: Less than 2-3 times a month.
*p < .05

M*
4.87a
4.13a
3.25b
5.31a
4.86a
3.59b
6.26a
5.94a
5.30b

SD
1.22
1.40
1.37
1.12
1.19
1.57
0.74
0.94
1.20

Table 7 displays the results of a hierarchical regression model (HRM) to address the third
objective. The HRM was created to assess and compare the correlational effect of mentoring
relationship constructs and coworker relationships on organizational commitment. The
standardized beta allowed a direct comparison of the statistical contribution of each independent
variable on organizational commitment in Block 1. Block 2 displays the effect of an interaction
between mentoring relationship constructs and coworker relationships on organizational
commitment. The interaction terms were derived from mean-centered values for psychosocial
support, career development, role modeling, and coworker exchange, which effectively
prevented multicollinearity (VIF < 10). Block 1 and 2 of the HRM was marginally significant
due to the intercept terms (F1 = 2.28, p < 0.05; F2 = 2.12, p < 0.05), but were not different based
on their effect on organizational commitment (F-change = 1.42, p > .05). Results indicated
agents’ perceptions of their mentee-mentor relationship were not significantly correlated to
organizational commitment with respect to psychosocial support, career development, and role
modeling, their relationship with their best-liked coworker, and any interaction between those
independent factors. Three group-level HRMs indicated these insignificant relationships were
consistent across program groups.
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Table 7. Hierarchical Regression Model of Selected Factors on Organizational Commitment
Model
Block 1

Block 2

Independent Factors
Psychosocial Support
Career Development
Role Modeling
Coworker Exchange
Psychosocial Support
Career Development
Role Modeling
CWX-7
PS*CWX (Mean-centered)
CD*CWX (Mean-centered)
RM*CWX (Mean-centered)

B
0.12
0.06
-0.04
0.01
0.10
0.07
-0.03
0.02
0.02
-0.02
0.01

Std. Error
0.07
0.08
0.10
0.01
0.08
0.08
0.10
0.01
0.01
0.01
0.02

Std. Beta
0.19
0.10
-0.04
0.10
0.16
0.12
-0.04
0.12
0.21
-0.17
0.09

t
1.66
0.74
-0.36
1.18
1.37
0.83
-0.33
1.45
1.80
-1.24
0.78

p
0.10
0.46
0.72
0.24
0.17
0.41
0.74
0.15
0.07
0.22
0.44

VIF
1.92
2.73
2.12
1.01
1.99
2.82
2.17
1.03
2.08
2.88
1.95

Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations
We sought to investigate the potential influence of Extension mentor and coworker relationships
on new agents’ organization commitment, focusing specifically on the influence of formally
assigned mentors and the influence of best-liked coworkers. To begin, we measured early career
agents’ perceptions of their relationships with their mentors. Early career agents working for
UF/IFAS Extension, UGA Extension, and MSU Extension tended to have more positive
perceptions of their mentor’s role modeling behaviors compared to roles associated with
psychosocial support and career development, but they did not strongly agree their mentors
practiced any of the three behaviors. Mentoring relationships can be improved across all three
behavioral constructs, especially with respect to psychosocial support and career development.
An interesting observation from UGA Extension was that the relationship mentors were rated
lower for psychosocial support than their program mentor peers. Kram (1985) described
psychosocial support as focused on building trust, providing counseling, and developing
interpersonal bonds. The relationship mentors are supposed to teach their mentees how to
develop positive relationships in their communities. By focusing externally, they may be missing
opportunities to build positive internal bonds. This disparity between early career agents’
perceptions of the psychosocial support provided by program and relationship mentors warrants
further investigation to determine the causes.
We also examined early career agents’ perceptions of their relationship with their best-liked
coworker. Early career agents tended to perceive having a high-quality relationship with their
best-liked coworker across the three state Extension systems. This finding seems intuitive but
provides evidence agents are developing positive relationships with others in the organization,
even if it is not with their formally assigned mentor(s). However, this study was limited in its
inclusion of only currently employed agents. More research is needed to examine whether those
agents who left the organization had similarly high-quality relationships with at least one
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coworker or if their departure was influenced by a lack of positive coworker relationships.
Additionally, given that early career agents have such positive perceptions of their relationships
with their best-liked coworkers, there may be value in measuring early career agents’ perceptions
of the career development, psychosocial support, and role modeling behaviors practiced by their
best-liked coworkers. Coworkers may be serving as informal mentors (Smith & Beckley, 1985)
and providing many of the same benefits provided by effective formal mentoring relationships
(Brown, 2005; Gill et al., 2012; Sparks et al., 2017; Stanley & Flood, 2017).
The early career agents in our study slightly agreed they felt organizational commitment, with
agents in UGA Extension trending most closely to being somewhat in agreement about their
commitment. In contrast, the agents studied by Martin and Kaufman (2013) and Bowen et al.
(1994) reported somewhat to moderate levels of organizational commitment. Organizational
commitment is important for Extension, given that committed employees are more likely to put
in considerable efforts toward supporting the organization than their less committed colleagues
(Mowday et al., 1978). Additionally, committed employees are less likely to express an intent to
quit (Martin & Kaufman, 2013) and are more likely to express a strong desire to stay in the
organization (Mowday et al., 1978), important considerations for Extension. More research is
needed to determine how to improve early career agents’ organizational commitment.
Kram (1983) suggested the presence of all three mentoring behaviors in a relationship will
contribute to positive organizational outcomes, including organizational commitment. However,
consistent with Raabe and Beehr (2003), we did not find mentor relationships to be significant
contributors to early career agents’ organizational commitment levels. However, unlike Raabe
and Beehr (2003), early career agents’ relationships with their best-liked coworker also did not
significantly influence organizational commitment. For Extension, it appears that relationships
with mentors and best-liked coworkers are not the key drivers in determining an early career
agent’s organizational commitment, which limits the intentional use of those relationships as
strategies for increasing the organizational commitment. However, positive relationships may
still be important for job satisfaction and turnover intent (Raabe & Beehr, 2003), similar but
theoretically distinct concepts to organizational commitment.
Practically, each state should re-evaluate its training curriculum based on the results of our study
and seek ways to increase the emphasis on developing mentors’ abilities to perform the three
mentoring behaviors. One easy way to improve mentoring relationships is to provide structured
guidelines for how often mentors meet with their mentees as a part of the mentor training
curriculum, based on our findings that there was a positive correlation between frequency of
contact and perceptions of mentoring behaviors. Mentors should be meeting with their mentees
at least two or three times a month; they may need reminders to stay on schedule. It may be
valuable for future research to investigate the influence of type of contact (e.g., phone, in-person,
or e-mail) on relationship quality to see if it moderates the effectiveness of the frequency of
contact. Replicating the study in other regions of the country is recommended to determine if
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cultural and psychological variations (Rentfrow et al., 2013) impact mentoring outcomes.
Research on retaining early career Extension agents will continue to be needed until the most
effective strategies to increase organizational commitment have been identified and adopted.
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The University of Minnesota Extension, in partnership with the Consulate of
Mexico in Saint Paul, Minnesota, expanded the Ventanilla de Asesoría Financiera
-Financial Education and Family Asset Protection Program to serve families in
rural areas. The financial education services were expanded to 25 rural counties
in Minnesota during 2017 and 2018. Participants were primarily low-income
Latino families of Mexican ancestry. The program consisted of financial literacy
education workshops and one-to-one meetings to build and protect participant
assets. Participants reported an increase in their confidence in five financial core
topics. Conditions for the success of this program were (a) the existing trusted
and respectful relationships between the educators and participants and
supportive community partners; (b) a family-based educational approach; (c) a
team of bilingual, bicultural educators; and (d) culturally adapted and relevant
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Introduction
The Latino community is one of the fastest-growing populations in the United States, currently
with 18.1% of the total population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2018). In Minnesota, one in 20
residents identify themselves as Latino, and most of them are U.S. citizens (Hartzler, 2014). The
largest group of immigrants to Minnesota are from Mexico (Minnesota Issues Resource Guides
Immigrants in Minnesota, 2017). A primary reason many Latinos from Mexico move to the
United States is to work and save money to support their families in the United States and their
relatives in Mexico (Danes et al., 2016; Farner et al., 2005). Because of this, there is a strong
interest among this community to learn financial management skills, creating a need among adult
educators for culturally appropriate materials (Farner et al., 2005).
González-Corzo (2015) found that Latinos have lower levels of financial asset ownership due to
lower incomes and social, cultural, and experiential barriers. Immigrant Latinos are particularly
at risk of experiencing increased levels of poverty than Latinos born in the United States (Vesely
et al., 2015). Robles (2014) described how financial education could bridge some of these
disparities for immigrant Latinos by helping participants engage in “resilient behaviors that
reflect making ends meet, planning for both the present and the future and asset building
connected to economic mobility aspirations (short-run and long-run goal setting) and
entrepreneurial activities” (p. 59). In turn, the practice of these financial capability behaviors
over time can improve individual and family financial well-being.
The Consulate of Mexico plays an essential role in the livelihood and integration of Mexican
immigrants in Minnesota, with 72% of the Latino population in Minnesota of Mexican origin
(Pew Research Center, 2014). The Consulate of Mexico supports Mexican nationals by
providing documents, services, and assistance, as well as promoting and strengthening political,
economic, cultural, and educational ties between Mexico and different actors in the region (CruzZorrilla, 2017). The Consulate also has social programs in the areas of health, education, and
financial literacy, and over 22,000 individuals attend these events annually (Cruz-Zorrilla, 2017).
Purpose and Primary Objective of the Study
The purpose of this study was to assess the effectiveness of the Financial Education and Family
Asset Protection program offered in rural Minnesota counties. The program’s primary objective
was to expand the financial education and family asset protection service provided by the
Consulate of Mexico to rural Minnesota counties. Research questions were
•
•

Was the University of Minnesota Extension Latino Financial Literacy program
successful in expanding financial education to rural Minnesota?
Did participants’ knowledge and skills about budget, banking, credit, financial aid for
education, and organizing important papers improve from before the program to after
the program?
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Methods and Materials
Audience
The target audience for the Financial Education and Family Asset Protection Program were low
to moderate-income Latinos of Mexican ancestry living in rural Minnesota.
Consulate-University Partnership
The Consulate of Mexico is located in the metropolitan area of Saint Paul. The rural areas of the
state access consular services only through Mobile Consulate Events on certain days and times,
traveling from their homes to the metro area, and through various ad-hoc outreach activities. In
2017 and 2018, the Consulate of Mexico signed Memoranda of Understanding (MOU) with the
University of Minnesota Extension to collaborate in the implementation of a Financial Education
and Family Asset Protection program for Latino communities living in rural areas of Minnesota,
as part of the Mexican Government’s and Institute of Mexicans Abroad Ventanilla de Asesoría
Financiera (Financial Reference Center) initiative. Through this partnership, the Mexican
Consulate and the University had the opportunity to advance their shared goal of financial
empowerment of the Latino community living in rural areas.
University of Minnesota Extension Financial Education Team
In 2003, the University of Minnesota Extension created a team that provided customized
education for Latinos who immigrated from Latin-America and particularly from Mexico. Since
then, the University of Minnesota Extension Latino Financial Literacy Team (LFLT) of
educators has delivered workshops and one-to-one sessions to Latinos in urban and rural areas of
Minnesota (University of Minnesota Extension, 2018b). The LFLT’s program was grounded in
the development of trusting personal relationships with individuals, families, and community
partners. Since 2003, the team has built an extensive network of trust-based partnerships
throughout rural Minnesota as a platform to deliver financial literacy/capability community
education. The LFLT engaged with community partners for the delivery of the Financial
Education and Family Asset Protection Program. Those partners included
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

community-based organizations;
K-12 schools;
adult basic education with EEL/ESL classes;
Catholic and other Christian churches;
community leaders;
county Extension offices;
nutrition educators;
libraries;
community education centers;
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a community college; and
a farm migrant camp.

Curriculum Development
The financial education workshops were based on the adult education model from Knowles
(1980) and the dialogical philosophy of Freire (2000). These financial workshops were intended
to improve individual and family well-being, with a focus on areas identified as crucial for the
success of Latino families (Danes et al., 2016).
A needs assessment was a critical part of the program development process as low-income
Latinos who primarily spoke Spanish (most of our program participants) might have different
financial and educational needs than other groups (Delgadillo, 2003). A key curriculum
component that emerged from the needs assessment process was information on organizing and
keeping important documents safe (a popular workshop that accounted for 37% of total
workshops) in response to the real and/or perceived fear of risk to family stability. This reflected
the data that “a majority of Hispanics in the United States (55%), regardless of legal status, said
they worry “a lot” or “some” that they, a family member or a close friend could be deported, up
from 47% who said the same in 2017” as reported by Pew Research Center (2018).
In addition to identifying the educational needs of the participants, community partners’ input
was critical to the program planning process to teach one or more specific topics from the lesson
plans for their clientele. This was consistent with Garst and McCawley (2015), who indicated
that information provided by stakeholders was useful to identify relevant needs and find or
design potential alternative education programs, products, or services.
An Extension educator from the LFLT worked with the Consulate of Mexico to develop the
financial education lesson plans. In 2017, the team started with three workshops on the topics of
credit, budget, and banking. The Consulate staff specifically suggested the banking workshop
due to the many Minnesotans (19.1%) who were both unbanked and underbanked (Federal
Deposit Insurance Corporation, 2017). The Consulate provided some materials currently used in
their financial literacy education, which included primary written materials from Mexico. In
addition to these materials, two research-based curricula were incorporated: Dollar Works2
(University of Minnesota Extension, 2018a), an educational program to teach the ABC’s of
Economic Literacy and Open Doors with Higher Education (University of Minnesota Extension,
2018c), a curriculum to help parents and caregivers make informed decisions about postsecondary education.
The LFLT educators added consumer financial protection and ways to cope with debt to
reinforce the main topics. Resources to teach these additional topics included handouts about
credit, consumer protection, and debt management from the Federal Trade Commission (FTC),
Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB), and the Federal Reserve Board.
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In addition to the three topics offered in 2017, paying for post-secondary education workshops
was added in 2018 (based on a unit of the Open Doors with Higher Education curriculum).
Before the University’s partnership with the Consulate of Mexico, the LFLT heard from
participants about increased concern about in two primary areas:
•
•
•

What can I do to prepare for a sudden absence?
If I’m suddenly gone, what happens to my assets and my checking accounts?
What can I do to prepare for a sudden departure?

In response to these concerns, in addition to current education being delivered, the LFLT
identified a crucial need to address financial asset ownership of Latinos living in Minnesota.
Thus, in 2018, the team developed a new workshop titled, Organizing Important Documents
(Papers).
Each of the five workshops included a brief presentation about managing debt, consumer
protection, and where to find community resources. Moreover, in the workshops, written
resources were available about managing finances in Mexico for those who might need/want to
go back to Mexico. Three of the core topics, budgeting, saving, and using credit, were included
to align as much as possible with the National Standards for Financial Literacy, as suggested by
Bosshardt and Walstad (2014). Consumer Protection (identity protection) was another standard
presented as a micro topic, along with the primary core curriculum.
The LFLT educators presented the workshops in a two-hour face-to-face session. Face-to-face
workshops were important because, in general and in the experience of the LFLT, Latinos value
face-to-face communication over other venues such as webinars (Warrix & Bocanegra, 1998).
As a complement to the in-group training, the LFLT educators provided one-to-one sessions at
the end of the sessions along with check-ins in person, by phone, by text, by email, or a
combination. Most workshops were delivered in the evening to accommodate participants’ work
schedules. LFLT educators adapted to the needs of their community by being flexible about
when and where programming was delivered. Incentives such as money or gift certificates were
not provided to participants; however, meals were provided instead of economic incentives.
Ethnically appropriate meals were provided and were appreciated as an important Latino culture
construct. For participants, this meant you are welcome and help to create connections (Sprow,
2012). The meals were also important because some people came to the training directly after
work or went to work after the training.
Training of University’s Educators
Before delivering the financial workshops in rural areas, the Consulate provided two two-hour
workshops to the LFLT Educators. The training included a dialog based on the services and
financial information that the Consulate provides to Mexican Nationals, including opening bank
accounts in Mexico, sending remittances, retirement savings plans, and transfer of assets in case
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of repatriation. After these workshops, internal training with the team staff was held to integrate
the program’s lesson plans, logistics, and expected outcomes.
Program Promotion
The LFLT, the Consulate of Mexico, and other community partners promoted the workshops to
their clientele and during their other community sessions. Primary recruitment was through
existing relationships with community leaders, word of mouth through previous participants,
posted flyers in Latino frequented businesses, Facebook, email, text, in-person invitations during
community meetings, as well as announcements on a live Spanish language radio show. In
addition, the Consulate spread the word by posting information about the workshops on its
website, using flyers and its newsletter, and allowing Extension staff to have booths at their
mobile consulates as well as provided opportunities for onsite workshops and one-to-ones.
Incentives
Participation was free of charge, in Spanish, and included both the class, the education materials,
other necessary supplies, and a meal during the workshop. In addition to these incentives, in the
Important Documents Workshops’ participants received an expanding file with 13 pockets to
store their important documents.
Program Evaluation
Each workshop included a pre-and post-session evaluation. Many participants were not familiar
with surveys with scales, so the educators read aloud the questions, described the options, and
sometimes explained the meaning of the options to help participants understand the questions.
The LFLT educators and a team of supporting evaluators worked together to develop pre- and
post-surveys for each topic in Spanish and English. The pre- and post-surveys for the Financial
Education and Family Asset Protection Program were based on Berry and Sloper’s (2016)
National Endowment for Financial Education report. They suggested that the objectives of
financial education included
•
•
•
•

a hierarchy of four objectives, such as satisfaction with the program;
improvement of financial knowledge, aspirations, skills, and attitudes;
participant’s action as behavior change; and
planned results or improved social condition of the participants.

Each participant signed an attendance sheet and received a paper copy of the pre-survey in
Spanish language at the beginning and a paper copy post-survey in Spanish language at the end
of each workshop. Only the pre-survey had the demographic questions (e.g., gender; age;
race/ethnicity; work status; country of origin; receipt of disability assistance, food support, or
both). Each workshop also used pre- and post-surveys to measure participants’ confidence level
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on each subtopic in that particular workshop. These questions are listed in Tables 2 through 4.
Answers to these questions were based on a four-point Likert scale with choices of Not at all = 1,
A little = 2, Somewhat = 3, and Completely = 4. Workshop surveys were reviewed for face
validity by the content experts who developed the surveys. In addition, the survey items of Credit
2017 (α = .89), Budget 2017 (α = .80), Credit 2018 (α = .87), Budget 2018 (α = .88), Banking
2018 (α = .74), Financial Aid 2018 (α = 0.83), and Important Documents 2018 (α = .80)
Workshops showed adequate internal consistency based on Cronbach α coefficients > 0.7.
After data collection, the LFLT translated pre- and post-survey responses into English for data
analysis. The data were then entered into Qualtrics (an online survey tool) by Extension staff.
Statistical analysis was performed using R software v 3.6.1 (R Core Team, 2019). Frequencies
(n) and percentages were used to document demographics. Percentages, means, and standard
deviations between pre- and post-data were used to identify patterns of change. Wilcoxon
signed-rank tests were used to analyze the mean changes between pre- and post-evaluation to
examine whether there was a statistically significant change in participants’ confidence level
after a particular workshop. A p-value < 0.05 was considered statistically significant.
Attendance sheets were used to calculate the number of people who attended the workshops for
administrative procedures. Final reports were submitted to the Consulate of Mexico and the
University as the service provider. Infographics that summarized the program and the results
were submitted to the Consulate of Mexico, the University, and all community partners.
Results
Demographic Characteristics of Participants
From 2017 to 2018, 66 two-hour workshops and 159 one-to-one sessions were conducted in 25
rural Minnesota counties in various settings (e.g., schools, churches, community rooms, county
meeting rooms, churches, libraries, one community college, farm migrant camp). A total of 993
Latino participants attended the Financial Education and Family Asset Protection Program:
•

•

2017:
o 241 Latino participants in 20 workshops (184 completed matched evaluations).
o 16 participants in 16 one-to-one sessions.
2018:
o 593 Latino participants in 46 workshops (364 completed matched evaluations).
o 143 participants in 143 one-to-one sessions.

Table 1 describes the demographic characteristics of the Financial Literacy Program survey
respondents who completed both pre- and post-surveys for each workshop topic of the program
in 2017 and 2018. In general, most participants came from Mexico, were female, worked full
time, and were between 26-64 years old.
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2017
Budget

Credit

Banking

28

156

114

26

145

36

44

Male

5 (18%)

45 (29%)

29 (26%)

10 (40%)

30 (21%)

15 (44%)

7 (16%)

Female

23 (82)

108 (71%)

83 (74%)

15 (60%)

112 (79%)

19 (56%)

36 (84%)

Under 18

1 (4%)

7 (5%)

3 (3%)

1 (4%)

4 (3%)

2 (6%)

0 (0%)

19-25

4 (14%)

17 (11%)

8 (7%)

1 (4%)

14 (10%)

2 (6%)

3 (7%)

26-40

16 (57%)

46 (31%)

28 (25%)

10 (40%)

43 (31%)

16 (47%)

18 (42%)

41-64

7 (25%)

72 (48%)

59 (54%)

12 (48%)

69 (49%)

11 (32%)

21 (49%)

65 and over

0 (0%)

7 (5%)

12 (11%)

1 (4%)

10 (7%)

3 (9%)

1 (2%)

Working full-time

10 (37%)

76 (52%)

44 (41%)

11 (46%)

71 (53%)

18 (58%)

21 (52%)

Working part-time

6 (22%)

20 (14%)

14 (13%)

5 (21%)

13 (10%)

6 (19%)

6 (15%)

Not working for pay;
by choice

6 (22%)

20 (14%)

11 (11%)

0 (0%)

15 (11%)

1 (3%)

5 (13%)

Not working for pay;
not by choice

4 (15%)

17 (11%)

10 (9%)

1 (4%)

18 (14%)

1 (3%)

2 (5%)

Retired

0 (0%)

3 (2%)

10 (9%)

1 (4%)

5 (4%)

1 (3%)

1 (2%)

1 (4%)

11 (7%)

18 (17%)

6 (25%)

11 (8%)

4 (13%)

5 (13%)

16 (57%)

112 (74%)

86 (76%)

18 (72%)

101 (73%)

22 (61%)

32 (78%)

5 (11%)

15 (10%)

9 (8%)

5 (20%)

19 (14%)

9 (25%)

3 (7%)

Demographics
Total participants, n
Gender, n (%)
Age, n (%)

Work status, n (%)

2

Other

Country of origin, n (%) Mexico
3

United States

Important
Papers

Budget

Credit

Other Latin
Countries/Latin7 (32%)
25 (16%)
18 (16%)
2 (8%)
18 (13%)
5 (14%)
6 (15%)
American Countries4
Some numbers may not add up to the total participant number due to missing data.
Other work status included the unemployed, housemaker, student, disabled, babysitter, and seasonal worker.
The United States included Puerto Rico.
Other Latin American Countries included Argentina, Colombia, Cuba, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Peru, Dominican Republic, Uruguay, and
Chile, while Latin Country was Spain.
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2017 Budget Workshops. A total of 28 matched surveys were collected from these workshops. As is shown in Table 2, the mean
differences for participants’ confidence level on all Budget subtopics were statistically significant (p < 0.05).
2018 Budget Workshops. A total of 36 matched surveys were collected from these workshops. The mean changes of participants’
confidence between pre- and post-survey for all subtopics of the Budget workshop were statistically significant (p < 0.05) (Table 2).
Table 2. Participants who Showed a Positive Change for 2017 and 2018 Budget Workshops
BUDGET 2017
M (SD)
M (SD)
for pre
for post

p-value

%

3.7 (0.5)

< 0.05

3.4 (0.8)

How confident are you/do you…
%
With the procedures to save and protect your personal
65.5
2.8 (0.9)
or family economic assets?
About how to identify scams and frauds and where you
79.3
2.2 (1.0)
can find help?
Feel about ways to manage your debt or to prevent it?
75.9
2.4 (1.0)
To differentiate needs from wants and the concept of
69.0
2.5 (0.8)
priority?
To make and use a family or personal budget?
62.1
2.7 (1.0)
About the opportunities for you or your children to
48.3
2.9 (0.9)
continue at school?
To look for financial, legal, or education resources in
82.8
2.1 (0.7)
the community?
Note. Blank cells mean that these questions were not asked in that survey.

BUDGET 2018
M (SD)
M (SD)
for pre
for post

p-value

47.2

2.7 (1.0)

3.1 (0.8)

< 0.05

< 0.001

55.6

2.5 (0.8)

3.2 (0.9)

< 0.05

3.6 (0.6)

< 0.001

55.6

2.6 (0.8)

3.3 (0.7)

< 0.001

3.6 (0.6)

< 0.001

44.4

2.8 (0.9)

3.2 (0.8)

< 0.05

3.6 (0.6)

< 0.001

63.9

2.5 (0.9)

3.2 (0.7)

< 0.001

3.6 (0.7)

< 0.05

---

--

--

--

3.4 (0.7)

< 0.05

52.8

2.4 (0.9)

3.1 (0.8)

< 0.05
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2018 Credit Workshops. A total of 43 matched surveys were collected from these workshops. Overall, the changes between pre- and
post-mean scores of participants’ confidence for all subtopics of the Credit workshop were statistically significant (p < 0.05) (Table 3).

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

104

Volume 9, Number 2, 2021

2017 Credit Workshops. A total of 156 matched surveys were collected from these workshops. The means of the differences for
participant’s confidence level on all Credit subtopics were statistically significant (p < 0.05) (Table 3).
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How confident are you/do you…

CREDIT 2017
M (SD)
M (SD)
for pre
for post

p-value

%

3.4 (0.7)

< 0.001

3.3 (0.8)

%
With the procedures to save and protect your
57.7
2.7 (1.0)
personal or family economic assets?
About how to identify scams and frauds and where
71.8
2.0 (1.0)
you can find help?
Feel about ways to manage your debt or to prevent
73.7
2.2 (0.9)
it?
About how you can build credit, improve it, or
78.8
2.1 (1.0)
maintain good credit?
To interpret the credit score?
82.0
1.9 (1.0)
About the opportunities for you or your children to
69.9
2.2 (1.0)
continue at school?
To look for financial, legal, or education resources
76.3
2.0 (1.0)
in the community?
Note. Blank cells mean that these questions were not asked in that survey.

CREDIT 2018
M (SD)
M (SD)
for pre
for post

p-value

52.3

2.5 (1.0)

3.4 (0.7)

< 0.001

< 0.001

75.0

2.0 (0.9)

3.4 (0.7)

< 0.001

3.4 (0.8)

< 0.001

77.3

2.2 (0.9)

3.4 (0.7)

< 0.001

3.3 (0.8)

< 0.001

72.7

2.4 (1.0)

3.6 (0.6)

< 0.001

3.4 (0.8)

< 0.001

70.5

2.1 (0.8)

3.4 (0.8)

< 0.001

3.3 (0.7)

< 0.001

--

--

--

--

3.3 (0.8)

< 0.001

65.9

2.0 (0.9)

3.2 (0.8)

< 0.001
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Table 3. Participants who Showed a Positive Change for 2017 and 2018 Credit Workshops

2018 Banking Workshops. A total of 114 matched surveys were collected from these workshops. The mean differences of
participants’ confidence between pre and post for all subtopics of the Banking workshop were statistically significant (p < 0.05) (Table
4).
2018 Financial Aid Workshops. A total of 26 matched surveys were collected from these workshops. Overall, the participants’
confidence was statistically improved in all subtopics of the Financial Aid workshop (p < 0.05) (Table 4).
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2018 Important Documents Workshops. A total of 145 matched surveys were collected from these workshops. Participants’
confidence in all subtopics of the Important Documents workshop were improved significantly (p < 0.05) (Table 4).
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BANKING 2018
FINANCIAL AID 2018
IMPORTANT PAPERS 2018
How confident are you/do
M (SD)
M (SD)
M (SD)
M (SD)
M (SD)
M (SD)
you…
%
for pre
for post p-value
%
for pre
for post p-value
%
for pre
for post p-value
With the procedures to save
and protect your personal or 53.5 2.6 (0.9) 3.3 (0.7) < 0.001 61.5 2.7 (0.9) 3.5 (0.6) < 0.001 64.8 2.8 (0.9) 3.7 (0.6) < 0.001
family economic assets?
About how to identify
scams and frauds and where 78.9 2.0 (1.0) 3.3 (0.8) < 0.001 80.8 2.1 (0.7) 3.2 (0.9) < 0.001 77.2 2.2 (0.9) 3.4 (0.7) < 0.001
you can find help?
Feel about ways to manage
73.7 2.1 (1.0) 3.2 (0.8) < 0.001 69.2 2.5 (0.9) 3.3 (0.8)
< 0.05 68.3 2.4 (0.8) 3.4 (0.6) < 0.001
your debt or to prevent it?
About opening and
managing a checking,
68.4 2.3 (1.1) 3.4 (0.9) < 0.001
-------saving account, or a
certificate of deposit CD?
To identify the benefits of
----88.5 2.2 (1.0) 3.5 (0.6) < 0.001
---post-secondary education?
To understand and seek
student financial aid from
----69.2 2.1 (1.0) 3.2 (0.9) < 0.001
---the federal (FAFSA) and
state government (MN
Dream Act)?
To seek additional income
such as loans, scholarships,
----80.8 2.0 (0.9) 3.1 (0.9) < 0.001
---or a part-time?
To share this information
with other members of your
----80.8 2.7 (1.0) 3.6 (0.6)
< 0.05
---household or family?
To organize your important
-------71.7 2.7 (0.8) 3.8 (0.4) < 0.001
papers?
To share this information
with other members of your
-------52.4 3.0 (0.9) 3.6 (0.6) < 0.001
household or family?
To look for financial, legal,
or education resources in
71.9 2.1 (1.0) 3.3 (0.8) < 0.001
0
2.1 (0.9) 3.4 (0.7) < 0.001 66.2 2.5 (0.9) 3.4 (0.8) < 0.001
the community?
Note. Blank cells mean that these questions were not asked in that survey, while 0 indicates missing data and no pre- to post-knowledge comparison.
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Facilitator’s Field Observations
Latino immigrant families confronted some barriers to attending the Ventanilla de Asesoría
Financiera-Financial Education and Family Asset Protection Program. These barriers included
fear from real and perceived rumors about deportations and scarce initiatives/resources to
address their needs through appropriate legal-financial policies. Additionally, many participants
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

lacked fluency in the English language;
had limited access to sources of relevant school, health, social, housing, and legal
information;
had a conflicting work schedule;
experienced social isolation;
lacked transportation;
feared driving without proper documentation;
lacked childcare; and
experienced discrimination.
Summary of Key Findings

Overall, through this partnership, a total of 993 Mexican people in 25 Minnesota rural counties
attended the workshops and significantly improved their knowledge and confidence in managing
their budget, credit, and banking accounts as well as finding financial resources to pay for
secondary education and organizing and keeping safe their important documents. This
partnership also helped expand the financial education and family asset protection service
provided by the Consulate of Mexico in Saint Paul to the rural areas of Minnesota. The program
was considered effective because participants showed statistically significant improvements after
the workshops.
Discussion and Implications
The current paper described a novel partnership between a University Extension system and a
Consulate of Mexico to provide financial education to low to moderate-income Mexican
immigrants living in rural areas. Workshops and one-on-ones in this financial education program
enabled the participants to improve their confidence when using financial institutions when
making financial decisions and protecting themselves as consumers. The findings of this
program and the evaluation are important because immigrant Latino community members
represent a growing percentage of rural America, and their financial health is a key contributor to
individual, family, and community well-being.
Berry and Sloper (2016) suggested that the objectives of financial education include a hierarchy
of four outcomes:
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Satisfaction with the program;
Improvement of financial knowledge, aspirations, skills, and attitudes;
Participant’s action as behavior change; and
Planned results or improved social condition of the participants.

In analyzing the matched pre-post survey data from the program workshops, we observed the
first two levels of outcomes. We partially observed third-level outcomes during the one-to-one
sessions provided in the program. It was not in the scope of this program to follow the mid and
long-term financial outcomes of participants; however, this would be an important area to
evaluate if possible in the future.
Financial knowledge is not enough for good decision-making (O’Connell, 2008; Sandlin, 2000
as cited by Sprow, 2012), and yet it can provide the foundations for behavioral change
(O’Connell, 2008). In this program, financial knowledge was essential as a first step in the
behavior change process for participants to adopt improved financial practices in order to build
and protect assets (Dosage-Response Ratio Principle, Bosshardt & Walstad, 2014, p. 68).
Knowledge and basic skills were particularly crucial for our immigrant audience due to their risk
of financial illiteracy (Hasler et al., 2017). In support of previous findings with this community
(Alba Meraz et al., 2013), it makes sense that the one-on-ones and personal learning experiences
complemented for many participants their group learning sessions.
Needs Assessment and Program Development
Historically, most participants in our financial literacy/capability programs in Minnesota had
been women, which might be explained in part because, in Mexico, it is a tradition that many
mothers attend the parent-teacher school meetings and church events, maintain social relations,
and manage and comanage economic resources in the family. In previous research with Latino
families in Minnesota, five couple work/financial patterns were found—the most prominent was
when Latina wives of Mexican origin managed the money while living with their male partner
who was working (Danes et al., 2016). Having a family-based approach and being aware that
most participants may be women in this community could help the dissemination of financial
education to other family members. These findings echo Prudential (2014), who reported that the
family is the main source of money management information and that the use of information is
for financial decision-making.
Challenges
A challenge for the facilitators in this education program was addressing requests from some
participants due to their lack of credit history and credit scores, without which it can be difficult
to access available financial resources. This matched existing data that 15% of Hispanic
Americans were credit invisible or lack a credit history and that 12% have low credit score
records (Brevoort et al., 2015). Lenders rely on positive credit reports and credit scores to
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evaluate the risk that consumers carry, including loans and mortgages (Cooper & Getter, 2019).
Hispanic Americans represent millions of invisible consumers lacking a credit record and
additional millions of consumers that are “non-scorable” due to insufficient or outdated credit
histories. Gonzalez-Corzo (2015) suggested the importance of building financial asset ownership
when promoting and implementing policies that include more Latinos. Therefore, financial
education around asset ownership, along with education about credit and banking, can begin to
address this disparity in access to financial resources.
Another challenge was related to current events and the need for educators to remain flexible.
For example, during 2018, there was a World Soccer Cup Championship, which many Latinos
like to watch with their families. Educators spent extra time and visits to some communities to
work around this event. These considerations were important because of their implications for
participants’ recruitment and access to teaching spaces.
The evaluation system presented an additional challenge. It was crucial for surveys to be clear
and simple with a vocabulary easy for participants to understand. Facilitators’ support with the
evaluation material included reading along with participants and removing barriers for
participants with lower literacy levels (D’Alonzo, 2011). Also, we did not include intermediate
survey items as “not sure” due to our experience that our Latino participants who were primarily
Spanish speaking find intermediate choices confusing (Dogan et al., 2012; Marin et al., 1992).
Educators observed that in addition to gaining knowledge from class sessions, participants also
got together with other people from the classes socially, which speaks to the need for social
connectedness. Participation in these workshops had a dual purpose of providing participants
with financial education and resources along with the opportunity to connect with others before,
during, and after the sessions. Participants often shared with educators before and after class their
concerns about other related community issues and/or requested a referral to access community
resources. This was a standard experience in our financial education work and consistent with
findings from Flores (2000), who indicated that recent immigrants, especially those who are lowincome, undergo psychological distress such as cultural shock, marginal and social alienation,
and anxiety and depression due to displacing of values when living in the United States. During
the transition period, limited income immigrants are usually unbalanced and need to take back
their coping skills and utilize established resources. This pattern of participants utilizing their
established resources and taking back their coping skills was widely observed throughout the
program by the LFLT.
Limitations
This program was designed to serve Latinos mostly of Mexican ancestry to meet their financial
education needs; however, care is needed not to extrapolate our results to all Latino audiences. In
addition, we only evaluated short-term results from the workshops and personal learning
experiences from the one-to-ones. To establish more rigor and study program effectiveness in
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greater depth, future evaluations should include a follow-up with participants to measure
outcomes in the mid or long term, validated instruments, and a comparison sample if possible.
Conclusion
Financial planners (and educators) should work with Latino participants to increase their
financial asset ownership based on their unique consumer needs (González-Corzo, 2015). In our
experience, this is best accomplished by having financial education delivered by facilitators who
can speak both linguistically and culturally to the participants they are serving. Financial
education delivered by bicultural, bilingual educators can become a source of information and
support for low-income Latino immigrants, supporting them as they navigate these stressful life
transitions. The University of Minnesota Extension and the Consulate of Mexico worked
together to accomplish the goal of expanding Ventanilla Financiera: Financial Education and
Family Asset Protection to rural Minnesota by identifying participants’ needs and providing
financial education and skill-building in an effective, culturally- and linguistically-tailored
manner. The partnership between the Consulate of Mexico and The University of Minnesota
Extension was the critical piece of this work. Each partner brought existing knowledge,
resources, and relationships to the work, which resulted in positive outcomes when melded
together.
In Los Angeles, CA, in 2017, the Mexican government, through a collaboration with Citibank,
invited staff from the Consulate of Mexico and the LFLT to present on the Ventanilla Financiera:
Financial Education and Family Asset Protection program. The team presented to representatives
from 45 Mexican Consulates and staff from community-based organizations that provide
services to those Consulates. There is potential interest in replicating this program with other
Mexican Consulates, and possibly other Latin-American foreign consulates in the United States,
in partnership with community-based agencies (including University Extension systems)
providing Spanish language financial literacy/capability education. This expansion of financial
education to limited income Latino immigrants in rural areas of the United States. could have
far-reaching benefits for Latino families and rural communities more broadly.
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Examining Volunteer Management Needs and Preferred
Professional Development Delivery Methods
Among Extension Educators
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The purpose of this quantitative study was to investigate Penn State Extension
educators’ volunteer management needs and desirable professional development
delivery methods. The participants were 92 Extension educators who participated
in the online survey. The response rate was 47.4%. We found that the top five
most preferable volunteer management content area needs among educators were
volunteer communication, motivation, training, risk management, and coaching.
The most desirable delivery methods of volunteer management content were
webinars, one-time in-service training, factsheets, and series of workshops. The
point-biserial correlation coefficient was used to show the correlation between
specific volunteer management content area and professional development
delivery method. Face-to-face training was preferred for topics such as needs
assessments, utilization, teaching ethics and ethical decision making, motivation,
coaching, risk management, and communication. Published content was the most
preferred delivery method for topics such as writing position descriptions,
selection, teaching ethics and ethical decision making, and risk management.
Online education was a preferred delivery method for most topics, with the
exception of marketing skills and utilization. Staff development personnel should
consider these preferred delivery methods when designing training programs for
Extension educators. Such consideration will enhance training effectiveness and
learning.
Keywords: volunteer management, professional development, Extension
educators, professional development delivery methods
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Introduction
Volunteer coordinators are critical for the organizational success of programs that utilize
volunteers. When volunteer coordinators invest more time and resources into volunteer
management, a volunteer’s experience is improved (Rehnborg et al., 2010). Nonprofit
organizations need to provide volunteer coordinators with the training and resources they need to
achieve success in their roles, as these can help volunteer coordinators to be better prepared to
handle programmatic challenges (Teuteberg et al., 2018).
Cooperative Extension is the outreach arm of the United States Department of Agriculture
(USDA) and the land-grant organization that provides research-based, non-formal education to
U.S. citizens (Rasmussen, 2002; USDA, 2019). The Extension program relies heavily on
volunteers to carry out its programmatic activities. For example, in the United States, there are
over 500,000 volunteers who work alongside 4-H Extension educators to provide quality youth
development programming to 4-H members (National 4-H Council, 2019). Several Extension
programs utilize volunteers to deliver and manage programs. Extension educators serve as
volunteer coordinators for these educational programs. Thus, volunteer management is one of the
Extension educators’ key responsibilities.
There is a need for volunteer management training, specifically within Extension. Training for
volunteer management is essential, yet one-third of paid volunteer managers did not have the
training to complete their roles (Howlett, 2010). Volunteer managers are provided with few
resources to complete their responsibilities, with little preparation (Brudney, 1992; Nesbit et al.,
2016). Boyd (2004) noted that Extension should devote more time to ensuring volunteer
coordinators receive proper information and training. Extension professionals who work with
volunteers need volunteer management information, especially those new to the Extension
profession (Casteel, 2012). Even though Extension professionals may be knowledgeable about
working with volunteers, they still report a lack of available materials to help them complete
volunteer management duties (Casteel, 2012). Multiple Extension studies have found that
Extension professionals lack skills in volunteer management (Culp & Kohlhagen, 2001; Hange
et al., 2002; King & Safrit, 1998). Culp et al. (2006) found that volunteer management needs for
Extension professionals varied across regions. Therefore, there is a need for state-level Extension
programs to identify needs related to volunteer management resources and trainings. This gap in
the literature led to the present study, which examined volunteer management professional
development needs and desirable delivery methods for professional development for Penn State
Extension educators who manage volunteers.
Literature Review
Various volunteer management models have been used to inform volunteer and volunteer
management needs. For this study, volunteer management models were reviewed from the
perspective of volunteer management information needs for Extension educators. Most previous
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4-H volunteer leader studies used volunteer management models as a foundation for their
research. Several volunteer management models were developed during the last 50 years to guide
and evaluate 4-H volunteer programs. Among those models that have been most cited in the
Extension literature were ISOTURE (Dolan, 1969), L-O-O-P (Penrod, 1991), GEMS (Culp et al.,
1998), P.E.P. (Safrit & Schmiesing, 2004), and the 4-H Volunteer Program Model (Arnold et al.,
2009). A brief description of each of the models is provided in the following paragraphs. Other
existing volunteer management models identified were the Volunteer Management Cycle model
(Lawson & Lawson, 1986), the Volunteer Professional Model for Human Services Agencies and
Counselors model (Lenihan & Jackson, 1984), the Bridge from Dreams to Reality model
(Vineyard, 1980), Master Volunteer Life Cycle Model (Strauss & Rager, 2017).
Volunteer Management Models
ISOTURE Model. The ISOTURE model was created to manage volunteers (Boyce, 1971). Each
letter in the acronym represents a separate phase of the volunteer management process developed
by Dolan (1969). “I” stands for identification, or looking for potential volunteers to involve in
the program. “S” or selection involves the process of choosing volunteers. The “O” or
orientation process includes orienting leaders to expectations of the organization, other staff, and
the program. The “T” or training piece refers to aiding volunteer leaders in developing attitudes
and skills to enhance their performance. “U” or utilization involves assigning volunteers to a role
so they can contribute. “R” stands for Recognition, which involves showing appreciation for
volunteers’ efforts, either through extrinsic or intrinsic means. Finally, the “E” stands for
Evaluation, which involves providing volunteers feedback, informally or formally.
Many previous studies were conducted to assess volunteer management needs in Extension
programming based on the ISOTURE model (King & Safrit, 1998; Matthies, 2009; Rudd et al.,
2002; Streiter & Powell, 2007). King and Safrit (1998) conducted a study to identify perceptions
of and competencies related to the ISOTURE model within Extension work. They found that
utilizing, supervising, and recognizing were the most important components of the ISOTURE
model for 4-H extension educators working with volunteers in Ohio. 4-H educators rated
identifying 4-H volunteer opportunities, recruiting, selecting, orienting, training, and evaluating
as somewhat important. The authors concluded their study findings provide validation for
applying the ISOTURE model to leadership development of 4-H Extension educators.
Matthies (2009) assessed and evaluated Texas county Extension educators’ perceptions related to
volunteer management based on the ISOTURE model. Matthies (2009) concluded that areas of
training and evaluation components of the ISOTURE model should be of interest for AgriLife
Extension’s future trainings for educators working with volunteer management. Rudd et al.
(2002) conducted a study to determine the professional competencies of individuals who manage
Extension volunteers in Florida. Findings from their study revealed that Extension professionals
felt they lacked skills in the following areas: motivation, recruitment, training, recognition, and
evaluation. As a result, they created modules for the Extension professionals. These modules
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were delivered via video presentations, PowerPoint slides, texts, supplemental readings, and
exercises. Strieter and Powell (2007) evaluated New Jersey 4-H Extension educators’
effectiveness within each of the components of the ISOTURE model and found challenges with
the evaluation component of the model. Moreover, educators felt they lacked conflict
management skills to handle issues that arose when evaluating volunteer performance.
L-O-O-P Model. Like the ISOTURE model, the L-O-O-P model utilizes an acronym (Penrod,
1991). The “L” in the L-O-O-P model stands for locating volunteers. The first “O” stands for
orienting volunteers, again referring to orientating volunteers to expectations of the organization,
other staff, and the program, highlighting the importance of both formally and informally helping
volunteers adjust to the program. The second “O” stands for operating with volunteers, which
involves educating and recognizing volunteers. Finally, the “P” stands for perpetuating the
involvement of volunteers, ensuring they want to keep returning to the program. In 2010,
Sutphin conducted an Extension volunteer management study and used the L-O-O-P model as a
foundational part of the conceptual framework. Sutphin (2010) acknowledged that the L-O-O-P
model recognized the importance of volunteer selection, orientation, training, recognition, and
evaluation. Sutphin (2010) assessed volunteer screening practices by conducting a national study
of Extension professionals and found that educators need more training for selecting screening
tools for volunteers. The author recommended that each state conducts its own assessment to
determine volunteer management training needs.
GEMS Model. The GEMS model was developed based on principles described in the ISOTURE
and L-O-O-P models and drew from the 4-H Volunteer Leadership Development Program, the
Volunteer Management Cycle, Volunteer Professional Model for Human Services Agencies and
Counselors, and Bridge from Dreams to Reality models (Culp et al., 1998). The authors indicated
that these articles lacked one or more of the necessary competencies for the constantly evolving
field of volunteer management and thus created a new model.
The GEMS model has 18 phases and four distinct categories. The “G” in the GEMS model
stands for generate, the first category, which includes needs assessments, position descriptions,
and choosing and implementing volunteers. Educate, representing the “E” in the model, involves
orienting, protecting, resourcing, and teaching. “M” stands for mobilize, which includes
engaging, motivating, and supervising volunteers. Evaluation, recognition, retention, redirection,
or disengagement are steps involved in “S” or sustain, which is the final component of the
GEMS model.
Culp and Kohlhagen (2001) and Deppe and Kulp (2001) used the GEMS model to investigate
volunteer management needs for Extension educators. Culp and Kohlhagen (2001) examined
Kentucky 4-H educators’ perceptions of their professional competence and frequency of use for
volunteer management best practices. They used the GEMS model as a framework for
instrument development. The authors found that 4-H Extension educators perceived they had the
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highest needs in the following areas: providing resources, recognizing, supervising, recruiting,
and engaging. Deppe and Kulp (2001) evaluated how frequently 4-H Extension educators in
Ohio used the GEMS model and how important educators perceived the model to be. They found
that there was little difference between the perceived levels of importance for all components in
the model, and they concluded that the GEMS model overall provides a strong basis for
Extension volunteer management programs. They identified the Sustain category as the training
area with the biggest need.
P.E.P. Model. The P.E.P. model was developed by Safrit and Schmiesing (2004) and was based
on principles identified by the L-O-O-P and GEMS models. Their study involved a literature
review and the consultation of experts involved in volunteer administration. The “P” stands for
personal Preparation, “E” for volunteer Engagement, and the other “P” for program Perpetuation.
Each category included various subcategories. For example, Preparation includes Personal and
Professional Development, Internal Consultant, and Program Planning. Engagement involves
Recruitment, Selection, Orientation and Supervising, and Coaching and Supervision. Finally,
Perpetuation involves Recognition and Evaluation and Impact and Accountability.
Two Extension studies (Lockett et al., 2010; Schmiesing & Safrit, 2007) cited the P.E.P. model
as a guiding component in their conceptual framework. Schmiesing and Safrit (2007) conducted
a national study with 4-H professionals to determine participants’ perceived importance for and
level of competence in volunteer management competencies. They assessed the three main
categories of the model, with constructs under each: Personal Preparation (Personal and
Professional Development, Serving as an Internal Consultant, Program Planning); Volunteer
Engagement (Recruitment, Selection, Orientation and Training, Coaching and Supervision); and
Program Perpetuation (Recognition, Program Evaluation, Impact, and Accountability).
Participants rated all areas as important overall (M > 3.34) but did not rate their current
competence as high as importance in each area (M < 2.71), on a Likert-type scale where items
rated 1 were “least important” and items rated 4 were “very important.”
Previous research studies investigated volunteer administrators’ competencies and assessed other
factors that influence volunteers and volunteer program development. Lockett et al. (2010)
conducted a Delphi study examining 15 Texas Master Gardener volunteer program coordinators’
competencies. The needed skills mentioned most by the panel were having people skills,
maintaining a positive attitude, possessing management skills, and being able to share
Extension’s purpose, mission, and goals. Wolford et al. (2001) determined that recognition is the
most important need for master volunteers’ motivation for service. Newberry and Israel (2018)
investigated motivations for volunteers’ participation in the Florida Master Naturalist program.
The authors found that volunteers participate because they believed they could help the
environment, explore, and socialize with others. Walker et al. (2017) assessed 98 Louisiana
Master Horseman program graduates and found that volunteers’ training positively affected
graduates’ horsemanship skills and their confidence and willingness related to teaching such
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skills. Their results also showed males and those 45 and older were more confident about
teaching equine topics than their female and younger counterparts. In future iterations of the
program, it was recommended that instructors use varied teaching methods to address the needs
of and increase confidence among female and younger Master Horseman program participants.
Takle et al. (2017) assessed recruitment and retention efforts for Master Gardener volunteers.
The authors indicated that “recruitment and retention of younger and/or more diverse participants
would be beneficial to sustaining the program and maintaining long-term community
connections” (p. 1). Allread and colleagues (2011) measured peer impacts of the Master Forest
Owner volunteer program based on their expertise in natural resource management. The authors
found that peer-to-peer master volunteer programs can positively impact master forest owners.
The authors recommended Extension educators use peer-to-peer programs to empower
volunteers. Larese-Casanova (2011) assessed and evaluated the Utah Master Naturalist program
participants’ experience with the program and found less experienced volunteers tend to learn
more and have higher satisfaction with the program.
Delivery Method of Volunteer Resource Management Development
Volunteer management models are an excellent tool for guiding and creating volunteer
management needs assessment instruments. The above literature review discussed how volunteer
management models can assist researchers when creating instruments to determine which
volunteer training topics are most needed. However, it is also important that volunteer
management content needs assessments determine relevant delivery formats for volunteer
administrators.
Parker et al. (2011) suggested incorporating a variety of delivery methods that involve multiple
senses and provide opportunities for interaction. Moreover, the authors recommended
complementing education with printed materials to enhance the quality of education educational
delivery strategies. In 2003, Radhakrishna et al. emphasized that Extension educators should
consider various educational delivery methods to maximize program efficiency. The authors
found that older landowners preferred traditional delivery systems such as newsletters,
publications, and field tours; however, a positive correlation was found between technologydriven education and formal classes among landowners.
Bardon et al. (2007) wrote that the choice of delivery method in Extension might significantly
affect program effectiveness. The authors emphasized that the availability of various delivery
methods may influence clientele’s preference to receive information and that this preference can
be difficult to predict. Campbell et al. (2013) reported that the education program participants in
one volunteer management education program demonstrated positive behavior change and
increased self-efficacy using the distance lessons. The authors concluded that distance lessons
were effective in content delivery. Rader and Gannon (2015) reported high satisfaction among
participants with the Extension course quality delivered online.
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Parker et al. (2011) concluded that Extension educators should consider incorporating different
delivery methods because this approach allows trainers to use “multiple senses, provide
opportunities for interaction, and complement education with printed materials for at-home
reinforcement” (p. 1). McCann (2007) concluded that in an online Extension in-service training,
participants did not necessarily prefer the distance learning method as much; however, they
learned more online than face-to-face. In 2013, Cater et al. reported Extension faculty’s
preferences related to program delivery. The authors emphasized that face-to-face training has
time and budget constraints. They confirmed that participants have increased interests related to
cost and time when selecting an effective delivery mode of professional development, such as
webinars, blogs, and Twitter feeds.
Lakai et al. (2012) reported that face-to-face small group workshops were among the most
effective educational delivery methods of professional development. Some respondents indicated
that online training, mentoring, and shadowing were effective. However, only a small percentage
of respondents mentioned printed materials and electronic (CDs) as an effective education
delivery method.
Training delivery method should be a key consideration when developing volunteer management
trainings because it is essential for the success of any volunteer management system (Fox et al.,
2009). Fox et al. (2009) reported that group training, email information, small support group, and
videos were most preferable for volunteer management trainings. The modern volunteer
administrator should identify the training that best fits the needs of volunteer administrators
within their organization.
Using various teaching methods appropriate to volunteer management topics is vital for
providing training on the multiple subtopics within volunteer management (Henderson, 2010).
Brock and Herdon (2017) proposed that short videos may be a better training option for busy
volunteer leaders, especially college students. Deslandes and Rogers (2008) recommended that
volunteer trainings be separated by volunteers’ levels of experience (i.e., entry level,
developmental level, and mastery level). Further, volunteer training should involve mentoring for
new volunteers, giving resources, and being easily accessible (Cuskelly et al., 2006). In-person
volunteer training has been found to positively inform volunteer satisfaction and help foster
community among volunteers (Costa et al., 2006).
Volunteers likely have some differences in preferred training delivery methods than volunteer
administrators. In addition, national Extension leadership is concerned that Extension educators
do not receive enough training to manage volunteers (Boyd, 2004). Therefore, preferred methods
of content delivery for Extension educators who manage volunteers need to be examined.
Conklin et al. (2002) asked Extension employees whether face-to-face, mentoring, reading
materials, study tours, self-led educational materials, conference calls, television, web-based
training, CD-based training, chat rooms, or video trainings were most preferred. The authors
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found that face-to-face workshops, coaching and mentoring, and reading materials were the most
desirable delivery methods for Extension educators and volunteer program coordinators.
However, the authors noted that time and travel are barriers to face-to-face trainings, so other
training methods should still be explored for Extension educators and volunteer coordinators.
Another study by Seevers et al. (2005) assessed 4-H educator’s desirable delivery methods for
volunteer management. They found that seminars/workshops, conferences, membership in
professional organizations, and journal readership were the most preferred delivery methods. The
authors asked how frequently Extension educators engaged in these activities and found that
educators spent few hours engaging in training activities related to volunteer management.
There is a gap in the literature related to the relationship between volunteer management
professional development topics needs and preferred educational delivery methods for volunteer
management trainings. This study added an exploratory objective to describe these relationships.
Based on the review of literature, we have identified a need for Extension volunteer management
training that is relevant in terms of geographic location, training content, and delivery method.
Therefore, in this study, we assessed Penn State Extension educators’ volunteer management
needs in terms of both content and preferred program delivery methods.
Purpose and Research Objectives
The purpose of this study was to investigate Penn State Extension educators’ volunteer
management needs and preferred professional development delivery methods. Additionally, this
study explored the relationship between volunteer management needs and professional
development delivery methods. The following three objectives guided the study:
1. Describe volunteer management professional development needs among Penn State
Extension educators.
2. Describe the preferred delivery method for volunteer management professional
development among Penn State Extension educators.
3. Determine the relationships between volunteer management needs and preferred
professional development delivery method among Penn State Extension Educators.
Methods
The target population for our study was Penn State Extension educators. The study’s population
consisted of 194 full-time Extension educators employed by Penn State Extension; all were
invited to participate. We used a census approach and followed Dillman et al.’s (2014) online
data collection technique. The acting director of Penn State Extension sent a pre-notification
email to Extension educators and asked them to participate in this study. We sent a second prenotification email and four email reminders. We collected data in April 2019. After removing
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responses with missing data, the final data set included responses from 92 Extension educators,
providing a response rate of 47.4%.
This is a descriptive-exploratory study. We used an online questionnaire to explore Extension
educators’ volunteer management needs, preferred delivery methods, and the relationship
between volunteer management needs and preferred delivery methods.
We developed the Volunteer Management Content Area Needs scale using existing literature
related to the volunteer management models: ISOTURE model (Boyce, 1971), L-O-O-P model
(Penrod, 1991), GEMS model (Culp et al., 1998), P.E.P. model (Safrit & Schmiesing, 2004), the
4-H Volunteer Program Model (Arnold et al., 2009), and our observations of Penn State
Extension volunteer management practices. We asked participants to rate their level of priority
for volunteer management professional development topics, using a Likert-type scale, where 1 =
not at all preferred, 2 = not preferred, 3 = neutral, 4 = preferred, and 5 = very preferred.
We developed a Professional Development Delivery Method scale using existing literature
related to the identification of educational delivery methods, in-service training through distance
education, education delivery strategies, online and social platforms for professional
developments, preferred training delivery modes, program type categories, and delivery methods
for volunteer management development (Cater et al., 2013; Conklin et al., 2002; Inwood et al.,
2019; Fox et al., 2009; Kelsey & Mincemoyer, 2001; Lakai et al., 2012; Parker et al., 2011).
Thorn et al. (2017) estimated the overall reliability of three delivery methods by grouping 13
delivery methods into three categories: traditional, written, and media publications
(newsletters/bulletins/fact sheets, peer-reviewed publications, videos, and radio programs),
electronic dissemination (websites, online decision support tools, webinars, and social media),
and face-to-face meetings (field tours, workshops, meetings, short courses, and formal classes).
The reliability estimates for three categories of delivery methods varied from .61 to .75. We
extended Thorn et al.’s (2017) approach, and based on a literature review of the definition of
delivery method and its effectiveness, we grouped 13 delivery methods into four categories:
face-to-face outreach (one-time in-service training, series of workshops – Cronbach’s α = 0.58 ),
publications (factsheets, curricular, newsletter, bulletins – Cronbach’s α = 0.73), online
education outreach (webinars, online courses – Cronbach’s α = 0.73), and web-based content
(education vides, websites, e-newsletter, social media page, blogs – Cronbach’s α = 0.76). We
asked participants to indicate their most preferred formats for delivery of professional
development using a five-point Likert scale, where 1 = not at all preferred, 2 = not preferred, 3 =
neutral, 4 = preferred, 5 = very preferred.
We also included five demographic questions. A panel of six Extension educators, Extension
administrators, a graduate student in Extension education, and academic faculty members with
expertise in survey methodology reviewed the instrument for face and content validity. The panel
of experts determined that the instrument was sufficiently valid. To determine the reliability of
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the instrument, a pilot test was conducted. For the pilot study, we selected 35 Penn State
Extension professionals who were managing volunteer efforts in the organization. The response
rate for the individuals completing the pilot study was 63% (n = 22). The reliability coefficient of
the overall volunteer management professional development needs scale was .877. Early and late
respondents were compared to assess nonresponse error using the procedures suggested by
Miller and Smith (1983). The first 30 respondents were assigned as the early phase respondent
group, and the last 30 respondents were identified as the late phase respondent group. The early
and late phases of responders were determined based on the day and time their questionnaire was
returned. An independent t-test was performed to determine if the group mean for total scores on
the four measured constructs differed between the two groups (early and late). The results of the
independent samples t-test (alpha level of .05, two-tailed) for equality of means on scale scores
of constructs between early and late is presented in Table 1. No statistically significant
differences were found between early and late respondents, and as such, the results were
generalizable to the study population.
Caution is advised in interpreting the study findings since the study participants are not a random
sample. The findings of this study will only apply to those who participated, and as such, cannot
be generalized to the entire population of volunteer leaders in the state of Pennsylvania.
Table 1. Independent Samples t-test for Equality of Means on Scale Scores of Construct
between Early and Late Respondents
Scale
Mean volunteer management needs

Early Respondents
(n = 30)
M
SD
3.21
.79

Late Respondents
(n = 30)
M
SD
3.57
.56

t
-1.974

p
0.55

Data Analysis. We used SPSS® version 26 to conduct data analysis for the study. Independent
variables and the dependent variable, overall volunteer management needs, were treated as
continuous data. Descriptive statistics were utilized to describe the first and second research
objectives. For research objective three, we used the Pearson correlation coefficient to measure
associations between overall volunteer management professional development needs and
professional development delivery methods. Davis’ Conventions (1971) were used to describe
the magnitude of relationships (see Table 2).
Table 2. Describing the Magnitude of Correlations Based on Davis’ (1971) Conventions
Magnitude of Correlation Coefficient
1.00
0.70 or higher
0.50 to 0.69
0.30 to 0.49
0.10 to 0.29
.01 to 0.09
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Description
Perfect association
Very strong association
Substantial association
Moderate association
Low association
Negligible association
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Findings
The study participants were Penn State Extension educators. The final data set included
responses from 92 educators. The descriptive statistics for the demographic variables are
presented in Table 3. Most participants were women (75.6%), and 61.4% were 25 to 54 years
old. On average, educators had 12.26 years of experience working with volunteers. A majority
(46.6%) were 4-H youth development educators.
Table 3. Summary of Demographic Variables of Extension Educators
Items

Age
˂ 25
25-34
35-44
45-54
55 and over
Gender
Female
Male
Tenure within organization
Experience working with volunteers within organization
Extension program area
Agronomy and natural resources
4-H youth development
Animal system
Energy, entrepreneurship, and community development
Food, family, and health
Food safety and quality
Horticulture

n

%

1
18
23
13
33

1.1
20.5
26.1
14.8
37.5

65
21

75.6
24.4

8
41
3
9
9
4
14

9.1
46.6
3.2
10.2
10.2
4.5
15.9

M

SD

12.26
12.24

9.98
10.04

The first research objective was to describe the volunteer management professional development
needs among Penn State Extension educators (see Table 4). The top five very preferred and
preferable professional development needs were communication with volunteers (73.9%),
volunteer motivation (68.2%), training volunteers (67.4%), risk management (64.4%) and
volunteer coaching (58.8%). Higher mean scores indicate a greater need for volunteer
management professional development content areas. The survey items with the highest mean
values were (a) communicating with volunteers (M = 3.99; SD = .96), (b) motivating volunteers
(M = 3.85; SD = .96), (c) training (M = 3.79; SD = 1.08), (d) risk management (M = 3.78; SD =
1.08), and (e) coaching (M = 3.68; SD = 1.05). The top three less preferred professional
development were the following: writing position descriptions (29%), identification (36.7%), and
selection (39.5). This was confirmed by the survey items, which had the lowest mean values: (a)
writing position descriptions (M = 2.91; SD = 1.09), (b) identification (M = 3.22; SD = 1.10), and
(c) selection (M = 3.23; SD = 1.12).
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Table 4. Volunteer Management Content Area Needs
Items
Communication
Motivation
Training
Risk management
Coaching
Orientation
Recognition
Marketing skills
Utilization
Ethics & ethical decision-making
Supervision
Evaluation
Selection
Needs assessments
Identification
Writing position descriptions

Not at all
Preferred
N (%)
1 (1.4)
2 (2.3)
3 (3.5)
3 (3.4)
2 (2.3)
1 (1.1)
4 (4.6)
3 (3.4)
3 (3.4)
3 (3.5)
2 (2.3)
3 (3.4)
6 (7.0)
8 (9)
6 (6.9)
8 (9.3)

Not
Preferred
N (%)
5 (6.8)
5 (5.7)
9 (10.5)
8 (9.2)
10 (11.5)
9 (10.2)
11 (12.6)
7 (8.0)
9 (10.3)
16 (18.6)
13 (15.1)
9 (10.3)
15 (17.4)
11 (12.4)
14 (16.1)
24 (27.9)

Neutral
N (%)
13 (17.8)
21 (23.9)
16 (18.6)
20 (23.0)
24 (27.6)
28 (31.8)
22 (25.3)
33 (37.9)
31 (35.6)
23 (26.7)
31 (36.0)
39 (44.8)
31 (36.0)
33 (37.1)
35 (40.2)
29 (33.7)

Preferred
N (%)
29 (39.7)
36 (40.9)
34 (39.5)
30 (34.5)
29 (33.3)
32 (36.4)
29 (33.3)
29 (33.3)
33 (37.9)
30 (34.9)
29 (33.7)
24 (27.6)
21 (24.4)
19 (21.3)
19 (21.8)
18 (20.9)

Very
Preferred
N (%)
25 (34.2)
24 (27.3)
24 (27.9)
26 (29.9)
22 (25.3)
18 (20.5)
21 (21.1)
15 (17.2)
11 (12.6)
14 (16.3)
11 (12.8)
12 (13.8)
13 (15.1)
18(20.2)
13 (14.9)
7 (8.1)

The second research objective was to describe preferred delivery methods for volunteer
management professional development among Penn State Extension educators (see Table 5). The
top three preferred professional development delivery methods were webinars (70.8%), one-time
in-service face-to-face training (64.1%), and factsheets (62.9%). The mean scores also confirm
the level of preferred delivery method. Higher mean scores indicate higher preferability for
volunteer management training delivery methods. The survey items with the highest mean values
were webinars (M = 3.94; SD = .75), one-time in-service trainings (M = 3.70; SD = .81), and
factsheets (M = 3.69; SD = .85). The three less preferable and very preferable delivery methods
were the following: blogs (35.3%), social media page (26.1%), and bulletins (18.2%). The mean
scores also confirm the level of preferred delivery method. The survey items scoring the lowest
mean values were blogs (M = 2.79; SD = .89), social media page (M = 3.00; SD = .88), and
bulletins (M = 3.02; SD = .72).
Table 5. Professional Development Delivery Method
Items
Face-to-face Training
One-time in-service trainings
Series of workshops
Publications / Published Content
Factsheets
Curricula
Newsletters
Bulletins
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Not at all
Preferred
N (%)

Not
Preferred
N (%)

Neutral
N (%)

Preferred
N (%)

Very
Preferred
N (%)

2 (2.2)
2 (2.3)

2 (2.2)
7 (8.0)

28 (31.5)
27 (30.7)

45 (50.6)
39 (44.3)

12 (13.5)
13 (14.8)

1 (1.1)
2 (2.2)
4 (4.5)
3 (3.4)

6 (6.7)
7 (7.9)
17 (19.3)
13 (14.8)

26 (29.2)
37 (41.6)
31 (35.2)
51 (58.0)

42 (47.2)
37 (41.6)
29 (33.0)
21 (23.9)

14 (15.7)
6 (6.7)
7 (8.0)
0 (0)
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Online Education Sessions
Webinars
Online courses
Web-based Content
Educational videos
Websites
E-newsletters
Social media page
Blogs

127

Not at all
Preferred
N (%)

Not
Preferred
N (%)

Neutral
N (%)

Preferred
N (%)

Very
Preferred
N (%)

1 (1.1)
5 (5.7)

2 (2.2)
8 (9.1)

15 (16.9)
25 (28.4)

53 (59.6)
35 (39.8)

18 (20.2)
15 (17.0)

4 (4.5)
4 (4.5)
3 (3.4)
4 (4.5)
7 (8.0)

5 (5.7)
8 (9.1)
15 (17.0)
19 (21.6)
24 (27.3)

30 (34.1)
32 (36.4)
31 (35.2)
41 (46.6)
40 (45.5)

40 (45.5)
37 (42.0)
32 (36.4)
21 (23.9)
15 (17.0)

9 (10.2)
7 (8.0)
7 (8.0)
3 (3.4)
2 (2.3)

The third research objective was to determine the relationships between volunteer management
needs and preferable professional development delivery methods. For analysis, we grouped 13
professional development delivery methods into four variables: face-to-face trainings, published
content, online educational sessions, and web-based content (Table 6).
Table 6. Correlation Between Volunteer Management Content Area Needs and Professional
Development Delivery Method
Online
Face-to-face
Published
Education
Web-based
Items
Trainings
Content
Sessions
Content
Needs assessments
.278**
.121
.159
.175
Writing position descriptions
.205
.265*
.105
.103
Marketing skills
.158
.121
.343**
.294**
Selection
.186
.244*
.112
.159
Utilization
.220*
.158
.005
.214*
Ethics & ethical decision-making
.332**
.305**
.046
-.095
Motivation
.380**
.013
.191
.074
Coaching
.355**
.205
.162
.228
Risk Management
.277**
.465**
.067
.054
Communication
.296*
.109
.091
.095
Identification
.103
.166
-.087
.078
Evaluation
.102
.157
.104
.137
Orientation
.172
.150
.011
.030
Training
.189
.160
.061
.163
Recognition
.166
.074
.007
.092
Supervision
.148
.208
-.135
.118
Note. **Correlation is significant at the .01 level (2-tailed); *Correlation is significant at the .05 level (2tailed).

The point-biserial correlation coefficient showed a significant, positive moderate association
between face-to-face trainings and motivation topic needs (r = .380, p = .001), teaching ethics
and ethical decision-making topic needs (r = .332, p = .002), and coaching topic needs (r = .355,
p = .001). A significant positive moderate association were found between published content and
teaching ethics and ethical decision-making topic (r = .305, p = .004), and risk management topic
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(r = .465, p = .003). A positive moderate association was found between online education
sessions and marketing skills development needs (r = .343, p = .007).
Significant positive low associations were found between face-to-face trainings and needs
assessment topic (r = .278, p = .008), utilization topic (r = .343, p = .041), risk management topic
(r = .277, p = .009), and communication with volunteers topic (r = .296 p = .011); between
published content and writing position description topic (r = .265, p = .014), selection topic (r =
.244, p = .024); and between web-based content delivery and marketing skills development topic
(r = .294, p = .006) and volunteer utilization (r = .214, p = .046).
Discussion
Extension volunteers, if utilized strategically, can be an invaluable resource to help Penn State
Extension facilitate programs to achieve its organizational mission. Extension educators’
capacity to manage volunteers is essential. Extension educators must know how to recruit, train,
motivate, and recognize community volunteers. The available information to Penn State
Extension educators in volunteer resource management is insufficient. Therefore, this study
investigated the volunteer management content area needs and professional development
delivery method for Penn State Extension educators to help Extension more effectively achieve
its mission.
Our findings aligned with previous volunteer management studies. We found that
communication, motivation, training, and risk management were the highest areas of concern for
Penn State Extension Educators. Other studies on Extension volunteer programs also found
volunteer motivation as an area of attention needed for volunteer management (Newberry &
Israel, 2018; Wolford et al., 2001). We found that writing position descriptions, identification,
and selection were the lowest areas of concern. Arnold et al. (2009) also identified a need for
training and support for volunteers. Walker et al. (2017) and Larese-Casanova (2011) also
recommended that volunteer managers should consider adjusting trainings for volunteers as
needed. Matthies’ (2009) findings contradict our findings, as identification and selection were
rated as high areas of concerns; however, this may be due to regional differences regarding
volunteer management needs (Culp et al., 2006). Rudd et al.’s (2002) findings align with ours for
motivation and training, but they also identified recruitment, recognition, and evaluation as areas
of high concern. Again, this might be attributed to volunteer management need differences that
can occur across regions (Culp et al., 2006). Aligning with our identified need of
communication, a study of Extension educators in the New Jersey 4-H program showed that
volunteers need conflict management training (Strieter & Powell, 2007). Wolford et al. (2001)
and Culp (2001) found that changes in approaches communication and feedback with volunteers
could strengthen master volunteer programs. Culp and Kohlhagen (2001) and Culp (2013) also
identified risk management as a necessity for Extension volunteer managers. Stillwell et al.
(2010), Culp and Schwartz (1999), and Kish et al. (2014) also identified a need to enhance
volunteer motivation in the context of volunteer management.
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Extension educators preferred face-to-face training to receive needs assessments training.
Similarly, face-to-face training is preferred for topics such as utilization, teaching ethics and
ethical decision making, motivation, coaching, risk management, and communication. Published
content is the most preferred delivery method for topics such as writing position descriptions,
selection, teaching ethics and ethical decision making, and risk management. Extension
educators did not view online education as a preferred delivery method for most topics, with the
exception of marketing skills. Similarly, volunteer leaders did not view web-based content as a
preferred delivery method for most topics other than marketing skills and utilization. Staff
development personnel should consider these preferred delivery methods when designing
training programs for volunteer leaders. Such consideration will enhance training effectiveness
and learning. Past studies indicated that in-person workshops were most preferred (Conklin et al.,
2002). Our findings contradict previous findings that Extension educators often indicate that they
preferred more face-to-face learning opportunities (Seevers et al., 2005). However, in recent
years, Extension educators have indicated challenges with lack of time to complete tasks and
increased work responsibilities (Lakai et al., 2012), which may explain the finding that webinars
are rated as most preferred by educators in this study.
Moreover, this study addressed a gap in the literature and explored the relationships between
volunteer management needs and professional development delivery methods that were grouped
into four delivery methods: face-to-face trainings, published content, online education sessions,
and web-based content. We found a significant relationship between face-to-face trainings and
the following professional development needs: motivation, teaching ethics & ethical decisionmaking, coaching topic needs, needs assessment, utilization, risk management, and
communication with volunteers. We also found a significant relationship between published
content delivery methods and teaching ethics and ethical decision-making, risk management,
writing position descriptions, and volunteer selection. The results of our study showed a
significant relationship between online education session delivery methods and marketing skills
development. We found a significant relationship between web-based content delivery methods
and marketing skills development and volunteer utilization.
Implications
Our results cannot be generalized across different state Extension systems. However, we
recommend each state Extension system conduct its own volunteer management needs
assessment to determine content and delivery format needs for volunteer management training
for Extension educators. We especially recommend that master volunteer programs do this, as
most studies in the literature only report 4-H needs for Extension volunteer management.
Because educational technology is rapidly changing the way educators approach learning
(Collins & Halverson, 2018), Extension should consider how these new technologies may be
integrated into professional development for Extension personnel. As these technologies emerge
and continue to change, it will be important to continuously assess Extension professionals’
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preferences toward these technologies in the context of volunteer management professional
development.
We have shared our results with Penn State Extension human development practitioners and
Extension educators to aid in developing more relevant programming for Extension volunteers.
Other Extension systems should also share the results of their assessments with volunteer
coordinators and Extension educators to help them develop relevant programming related to
volunteer management. The learning and organizational development units for each state
Extension system should focus on making sure volunteer management trainings for educators
align with needs from the literature and needs discovered in statewide Extension volunteer
management needs assessments, as well as ensure they use preferred delivery methods. We
believe that the results of our study will inform future Penn State Extension volunteer
management training content and methods of delivery.
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Examining the Feasibility of Partnering with Cooperative Extension
to Advance Statewide Physical Education Policies in Oregon
Nina Taylor
Thomas Packebush
Tammy Winfield
Kathy Gunter
Oregon State University
Optimizing physical education (PE) is a proven approach to increase children’s
physical activity. Oregon law requires elementary schools to provide PE for >
150 minutes/week. One strategy to meet the required minutes is for classroom
teachers to deliver PE, which is permissible using curricula aligned to national
PE standards. Be Physically Active 2Day (BEPA 2.0) is a unique classroombased physical activity brain break curriculum aligned to PE standards. We
evaluated the effectiveness of training school faculty to use BEPA 2.0 via a unique
partnership with Cooperative Extension. Extension trainers (ET) were trained by
a BEPA 2.0 Master Trainer (MT). School faculty were subsequently trained by ET
(n = 94) and MT (n = 58). Participants completed post-training surveys to assess
confidence, comprehension, and self-efficacy to implement BEPA 2.0. Survey
scores were compared between MT and ET groups using the Wilcoxon-MannWhitney test. There were no differences between MT and ET training groups in
perceived confidence, comprehension, or self-efficacy to implement BEPA 2.0
after training. ET were as effective as MT, indicating the train-the-trainer
approach is a promising strategy to enhance BEPA 2.0 dissemination.
Cooperative Extension partnerships may be an overlooked mechanism to enhance
physical activity promotion efforts.
Keywords: physical activity promotion, school-based physical activity, physical
education, Cooperative Extension, youth K-5
Introduction
The importance of physical activity in combating childhood obesity is well documented, yet only
24% of children and adolescents meet the recommended levels of daily physical activity
(National Physical Activity Plan Alliance [NPAPA], 2018). This problem is more pronounced
for low-income youth, as the costs associated with physical activity programs can create barriers
to participation (Finkelstein et al., 2017). To increase physical activity levels among children and
adolescents, easily accessible programs that reach high proportions of youth are needed (NPAPA,
2018). Schools are an ideal setting for physical activity promotion as large numbers of youth
Direct correspondence to Nina Taylor at robernin@oregonstate.edu
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attend school for an average of 6.7 hours per day for 180 days each year (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2007). Ample data support that providing physical activity through a variety
of school-based opportunities is a best practice with proven effectiveness (Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention [CDC], 2013). Specifically, providing classroom-based physical activity
breaks, requiring daily recess, and optimizing physical education (PE) by increasing minutes and
using curricula aligned to national standards are effective ways to increase children’s physical
activity levels during school hours (CDC, 2013; Society of Health and Physical Educators
[SHAPE America], 2015). A school-based approach is particularly important for low-income
youth who may not be able to engage in physical activity outside of school where youth are
increasingly required to pay to use physical activity spaces or participate in organized physical
activity such as sports teams (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services [HHS], 2014).
Oregon adopted this evidence-informed, school-based approach to promoting physical activity in
2007 through legislative actions requiring elementary schools to provide ≥ 150 minutes/week of
PE using curricula aligned to state PE standards (House Bill [HB] 3141, 2007; Senate Bill [SB]
4, 2017). Under this legislation, elementary schools must deliver the required minutes by 2021
(Oregon Department of Education [ODE], n.d.). Schools must report details of PE delivery to
ODE annually, and schools not meeting the requirements by 2021 are vulnerable to penalties,
sanctions, and/or reductions in funding (SB 4, 2017). Despite potential penalties, there has been
little change in the amount of PE offered in the past ten years (ODE, 2019). See Figure 1.
Figure 1. Physical Education Minutes per Week in Oregon, 2010-2018

Note. Figure 1 presents the mean minutes of PE offered per week to students in grades K-5 reported to the
Oregon Department of Education by school districts from 2010-2018 (ODE, 2019). Data are compared to
the required PE minute mandate of 150 minutes per week (SB 4, 2017).
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Developing the BE Physically Active 2Day Program
To help elementary schools achieve the required minutes of PE, we revised the Balanced-Energy
Physical Activity Toolkit [BEPA] originally designed to integrate brief bouts of physical activity
into Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP-Ed) education sessions and provide
classroom teachers with an easy-to-implement classroom-based physical activity resource
(Brody & Gunter, 2018; Gunter et al., 2017). The revised program, BE Physically Active 2Day
(BEPA 2.0), incorporated updated pedagogy and alignment to K-5 national health and PE
standards along with the 2018 Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans, enabling schools in
Oregon to count time using BEPA 2.0 towards required PE minutes (HHS, 2018; Oregon State
University Extension Services, n.d.). The PE curriculum component incorporates nonlinear
theories of motor skill learning and social cognitive theory to promote the adoption of
foundational motor skills and opportunities for practice and mastery (Hulteen et al., 2019; Rudd
et al., 2018). BEPA 2.0 can also be used without the PE component to promote physical activity
in the classroom setting or as an accompaniment to SNAP-Ed nutrition education programming.
Our aim was to provide a school-based physical activity program that could also help Oregon
schools address the gap in meeting state PE requirements.
To accomplish this, we sought to disseminate BEPA 2.0 through a train-the-trainer approach in
partnership with Cooperative Extension. The train-the-trainer approach, where a Master Trainer
(MT) trains Extension personnel, who in turn train school personnel in their local communities,
has been used effectively to disseminate the original BEPA program (Gunter et al., 2017). To
evaluate the efficacy of this approach with BEPA 2.0, training outcomes were compared between
participants trained by the BEPA 2.0 MT and participants who were trained by Extension
Trainers (ET). We also present the overall training evaluation results, including the perceived
barriers and supports related to BEPA 2.0 implementation.
Methods
The MT was the BEPA 2.0 developer (Gunter), while ET were faculty and staff with the
Extension SNAP-Ed program. The three-hour train-the-trainer events for ET were delivered at
Oregon State University (OSU) or OSU regional Extension offices. The BEPA 2.0 MT trained
twenty-five ET between June and August 2018. Nearly half of the ET had been exposed to the
original BEPA, but this was the first BEPA 2.0 training for all ET. Two-hundred forty-four
teachers were trained in seven Oregon Counties between June 2018 and February 2019. Separate
trainings were conducted by the MT and ET. Assignment to MT or ET group was by
convenience as two opportunities to train teachers presented themselves a few weeks before the
train-the-trainer events were scheduled. Trainers presented research supporting school- and
classroom-based physical activity, information about BEPA 2.0, and steps to implement the
program. Experiential learning occurred through BEPA 2.0 activity simulations and barrierbusting brainstorm sessions designed to elicit problem-solving strategies from teachers. The
sample activities were used to familiarize participants with the program and demonstrate the ease
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of use. The barrier-busting activity occurred after participants learned about the program,
evidence base for classroom-based physical activity (CBPA), and activity simulation.
Participants worked in small groups to answer the question: Can I find a way to spend 5-10
minutes a day including physical activity in my classroom? They were asked to write down
perceived barriers with no prompting from the trainers and then encouraged to brainstorm and
record solutions to each barrier, all of which were discussed as a whole group. Participants
completed post-training surveys, and the responses from the brainstorming activity were
collected from each training and transcribed for qualitative analysis.
Measures
Researcher-developed surveys were used to evaluate the overall training; assess participants’
self-efficacy, confidence, and comprehension related to BEPA 2.0 implementation; and enable
participant feedback. Survey questions were developed by the research team and based on
training content. For example, after participants were shown BEPA 2.0 materials and engaged in
activity simulations, participants were asked if “After participating in the BEPA 2.0 training…”
they felt confident demonstrating BEPA 2.0 activities to students, problem-solving barriers to
implementation, and confident in their ability to implement at least five minutes of physical
activity during the school day. Each item was scored using a Likert Scale ranging from 1 =
strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree. Survey items related to confidence (n = 5),
comprehension (n = 5) and self-efficacy (n = 2) were then aggregated to assess each factor.
Higher scores indicated a more positive response to the training. For example, a score of five for
confidence means that the participant either agreed or strongly agreed with all five questions
related to confidence in implementing BEPA 2.0. The survey has not yet been validated.
Data Analysis
Overall, 244 participants were trained, and 152 responded to the survey, for a 62.3% response
rate. Survey responses were dichotomized to agree or disagree to assess the proportion of
participants agreeing or disagreeing with survey statements. The Wilcoxon-Mann-Whitney test
was used to determine if there were differences in confidence, comprehension, and self-efficacy
scores reported by participants attending trainings led by the MT (n = 58) compared to scores of
those attending trainings conducted by ET (n = 94). All analyses were conducted using SAS
(SAS Software, Version 8).
Transcriptions from the barrier-busting activities were assessed qualitatively to evaluate
teachers’ perceptions of barriers and supports to implementing 5-10 minutes of physical activity
using BEPA 2.0. Descriptive and value codes were informed by current literature on schoolbased physical activity programs and developed by reading through the barrier-busting activity
transcripts (Saldaña, 2013). Codes were applied and organized into themes representing teachers’
perceptions of CBPA. The development of codes, coding, and reliability checks were conducted
by two research team members and confirmed by a third. Any discrepancies or differences in
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coding were discussed and resolved during team meetings. Analytic memos were written
throughout the coding process to keep track of coding considerations and emergent themes.
Results
Of the survey responders, 50% identified as classroom teachers or teacher’s aides, 1.3%
identified as administrators, 36% identified as other school personnel who support wellness
activities (PE teachers, food service, classified staff), and 13.8% did not identify. The mean
number of years teaching among survey responders was 8.4 + 9.8 years. Table 1 presents the
pooled survey results from all training participants for all survey items. Overall, participants
reported high confidence, comprehension, and self-efficacy related to implementing BEPA 2.0
and the benefits of CBPA breaks. Most survey responders (98%) agreed with statements
indicating they felt confident in their ability to provide CBPA breaks for students, 94% agreed
they understood how to use BEPA 2.0 to add PE minutes for students in the classroom, and 97%
agreed they felt efficacious in their ability to deliver CBPA to their students. We found no
relationship between years of teaching and survey items (p > .05). Although most surveys were
fully completed, a few incomplete surveys were returned (n = 14). The question with the largest
missingness (n = 9) asks participants if they “feel confident including > 5 minutes of CBPA
breaks daily in classroom.”
Table 1. BEPA 2.0 Post-Training Survey Results for Participants Trained by ET and MT
Survey Statement
% Agreeda (N)
Confidence
Feel confident communicating benefits of physical activity to students
99.33% (150)
Feel confident in ability to provide CBPAb breaks for students
97.99% (149)
Feel confident demonstrating BEPA 2.0 activities for students
98.68% (151)
Feel confident including >5 minutes of CBPA breaks daily in classroom
95.10% (143)
Feel confident to problem-solve barriers to providing CBPA breaks for students
96.55% (145)
Comprehension
Understand the benefits of daily CBPA breaks for students
98.68% (151)
Understand how CBPA breaks can aid academic performance
97.35% (151)
Understand physical activity guidelines for children
99.33% (149)
Understand how BEPA 2.0 aligns with PE standards
97.32% (149)
Understand how to use BEPA 2.0 to add PE minutes for students in the classroom
93.92% (148)
Self-efficacy
I have the knowledge and skills to use BEPA 2.0 in the classroom
97.30% (148)
I feel better equipped to teach children about physical activity concepts using
97.35% (151)
BEPA 2.0
a
% Agreed is based on a 4-category scale, where total percent (%) is the sum of “Agree” and “Strongly
Agree”
b
CBPA = classroom-based physical activity
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To evaluate the train-the-trainer approach, we compared survey scores of participants trained by
the ET (n = 94) to the scores of participants trained by MT (n = 58) and found no differences
between ET and MT groups for comprehension (p = 0.08), confidence (p = 0.12), and selfefficacy (p = 0.18) to implement BEPA 2.0. See Table 2 for complete results.
Table 2. Results of Wilcoxon-Mann-Whitney Two-Sample Test Comparing ET and MT
Trained Participants
Extension-Trained
Variable
n
Mean (SD)
Confidence
90
4.82 (0.53)
Comprehension
91
4.82 (0.53)
Self-Efficacy
91
1.92 (0.31)
*Two-sided significance at p <.05

Master-Trained
n
Mean (SD)
48
4.96 (0.20)
57
4.93 (0.37)
57
1.98 (0.13)

N
138
148
148

Total
Mean (SD)
4.87 (0.45)
4.86 (0.48)
1.95 (0.26)

p-value*
0.12
0.08
0.18

Results from the qualitative analysis of the barrier-busting activity highlighted four primary
implementation barriers identified by participants. These included (a) time constraints, (b) space
constraints, (c) classroom interruptions or distractions, and (d) limited school support. All
identified barriers were related to BEPA 2.0 implementation. Interestingly, many of the
implementation barriers were also reframed as supports that could be utilized to improve BEPA
2.0 implementation. For example, under the theme of time constraints, while some participants
felt that there was not enough time in the day to use BEPA 2.0, other participants felt that
implementing physical activity breaks could help provide structure to the classroom schedule.
Additionally, although some participants cited that physical activity breaks could be distracting
to students and potentially encourage disruptive behaviors, other participants felt that using
BEPA 2.0 could reduce disruptive behavior by allowing children to move around in the
classroom. Space constraints and limited school support were also framed both positively and
negatively. Some participants felt that there was not enough space for activity in the classroom,
while others felt that BEPA 2.0 allowed for limited space to be used effectively. Participants also
felt that administrative or school support was integral to the adoption of BEPA 2.0, highlighting
the importance of school administrators taking an active role. This could include providing and
participating in trainings, allowing or requiring time during the school schedule to implement
activity breaks, and advocating for a school environment that maximizes opportunities for
children to be active during the school day in a structured and systematic way.
Discussion
BEPA 2.0 trainings are aimed at supporting teachers in implementing BEPA 2.0 for the dual
purposes of providing more physical activity opportunities for students and helping schools meet
PE policy requirements. Overall, survey results indicated that participants were satisfied with the
BEPA 2.0 training and understand how BEPA 2.0 aligns with PE standards and can be used to
meet the PE minute requirements (Table 1). Importantly, most participants reported high
confidence, comprehension, and self-efficacy whether they were trained by the BEPA 2.0 Master
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Trainer or by an Extension Trainer, indicating that the train-the-trainer partnership with
Cooperative Extension is an effective component of the BEPA 2.0 dissemination process.
The mission of the Cooperative Extension System is, in part, to advance human health and wellbeing through the provision of evidence-based education and outreach programs (U.S.
Department of Agriculture, 2019). Thus, applying Extension’s unique skillset to advance
statewide physical activity policy aligns with Extension’s mission through an innovative
application to a current public health problem.
Ample data support the finding that teachers who participate in CBPA training report higher selfefficacy to implement CBPA after the training than before (Abi Nader et al., 2019; Bartholomew
& Jowers, 2011; Goh et al., 2019; Naylor et al., 2006). In a previous study examining teachers’
use of the BEPA program, we found that training participation and implementation self-efficacy
were also associated with an increased likelihood that teachers would provide activity breaks for
students (Abi Nader et al., 2019). Thus, it is likely that a high-quality BEPA 2.0 training
experience will promote teacher self-efficacy and BEPA 2.0 implementation.
The results of the barrier-busting activity provide additional insight into potential barriers and
facilitators to program dissemination. The barriers to implementing physical activity, in general,
were unsurprising (e.g., time, space, support). Of interest is that BEPA 2.0 trainers were able to
facilitate discussions leading to participants reframing barriers as facilitators. They did this by
sharing the research evidence and collaboratively problem-solving to each unique school setting.
For example, trainers shared research showing that acute bouts of physical activity promote
better attention and time on task, contradicting some participants’ misperception that physical
activity causes disruptive behavior (Brusseau & Hannon, 2015). Trainers then engaged
participants in brief bouts of activity to demonstrate ease of implementation. Another example
included helping teachers problem-solve the barrier of time limitations with ideas such as using
BEPA 2.0 activities during school-day transitions or integrating activities with other subjects.
Trainers then demonstrated how to use BEPA 2.0 activities to promote smooth transitions or
integrate physical activity into other subject areas during the school day. Reframing common
barriers as facilitators gives trainers the opportunity to promote physical activity and encourage
utilization of BEPA 2.0 while still listening to and addressing participants’ concerns.
Study results also show how invaluable the Cooperative Extension partnership is for BEPA 2.0
implementation and dissemination and highlights Extension’s potential to play a significant role
in physical activity promotion more generally. Extension can provide trainings to schools at low
or no cost depending on the Extension model of individual states. As BEPA 2.0 is aligned to
Oregon’s and national standards, the potential for its dissemination in other states in partnership
with Extension is far-reaching. Administrative support is integral to the adoption of BEPA 2.0
into the school setting, and Extension educators can leverage their deep and trusted community
partnerships to support school districts and administrators in providing support for teachers.
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Although the need for institutional support emerged as a barrier to BEPA 2.0 implementation,
anecdotal feedback from administrators suggests that the alignment with education standards
makes BEPA 2.0 more desirable than other programs. We hypothesize that because BEPA 2.0 is
aligned with PE standards, institutions may be more likely to adopt BEPA 2.0 in support of
school faculty implementing physical activity breaks that can count towards mandated PE
minutes. Furthermore, data show that trainings, resources, and institutional support could
encourage a shift in behavior, if not beliefs, around the importance of childhood physical activity
(Brusseau & Hannon, 2015).
Limitations and Conclusion
Strengths of this study include the evaluation of an innovative train-the-trainer partnership with
Cooperative Extension to promote physical activity and support schools’ capacity to meet new
statewide physical education requirements. Further, we were able to document the value of the
train-the-trainer approach by comparing training outcomes between participants trained by the
Master Trainer versus Extension Trainers.
Limitations included the lack of specific data about participant characteristics, such as personal
value for physical activity or previous physical activity teaching experience, which may
influence individuals’ perceptions of the training. Although the survey was not validated and a
post-survey design has limitations, questions were constructed to ask participants to consider the
knowledge, skills, and confidence gained as a result of participating in the training event.
Further, we observed a consistently high proportion of participants who agreed they understood
concepts, felt confident implementing, and felt they had the skills to problem-solve barriers. As
BEPA 2.0 is available in schools where some but not all teachers were trained, a recent followup study evaluated implementation between trained and untrained teachers. Results show 82.8%
of trained and 53.3% of untrained teachers (p = 0.006) reported using BEPA 2.0 three to six
months post-training, supporting the validity of the survey scores reported here (Packebush et al.,
2020).
BEPA 2.0 fills a unique gap that helps educators provide physical activity in brief bouts
throughout the day while reinforcing PE competencies, thereby serving as both a physical
activity break and PE resource. BEPA 2.0 takes an ecological approach to promoting physical
activity and supporting healthy behaviors in the individual and embedding those behaviors in a
school context. Our results showed that the train-the-trainer approach is a promising strategy to
enhance BEPA 2.0 dissemination and that Cooperative Extension partnerships may be an
overlooked mechanism to enhance physical activity promotion efforts in school settings. To date,
over 1,400 educators have been trained throughout Oregon, and more than 54,000 elementary
students have been exposed to new physical activity opportunities at school (Oregon State
University Extension Services, 2019). BEPA 2.0 is included in the national SNAP-Ed Toolkit as
a research-tested, school-based physical activity intervention program (University of North
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Carolina Center for Health Promotion and Disease Prevention, 2020). Future studies will
evaluate how BEPA 2.0 is being used in the school setting and the associated impacts on PE time
and children’s physical activity at school.
The BEPA 2.0 program costs vary by volume and components purchased (e.g., curriculum only,
complete kit, kits plus training, etc.). To obtain the BEPA 2.0 program or inquire about trainings
or program costs, visit https://extension.oregonstate.edu/bepa.
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A Process Evaluation of the HappyHealthy
Social Marketing Campaign
Laura H. Downey
Kristy Terp
Sylvia H. Byrd
Mississippi State University
Social marketing campaigns are effective in promoting health behavior changes
in individuals and communities. Mississippi State University Extension Service’s
(MSU Extension) Office of Nutrition Education launched a statewide social
marketing campaign branded HappyHealthy to target nutrition and healthy
lifestyle-related behaviors of Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program-eligible
individuals and families. In this study, a process evaluation was conducted with
MSU Extension staff to assess perceptions of the campaign’s relative advantage,
compatibility, complexity, trialability, and observability. In the early stages of the
campaign, external evaluators conducted in-depth interviews with MSU Extension
staff members (n = 17). After the campaign had been active for several months,
the same external evaluators developed a web-based survey instrument for
administration with MSU Extension staff (n = 54). Interview and survey
responses were interpreted in accordance with Roger’s diffusion of innovation
theory. Staff responses indicated it is important that campaign messages and
materials align with and enhance staff members’ job responsibilities and that
campaign messages are consistent with other education being delivered. Allowing
staff to get familiar with some campaign materials before they are responsible for
using them may also be advantageous for successful adoption and
implementation.
Keywords: diffusion of innovation theory, healthy behaviors, process evaluation,
SNAP-Ed, social marketing campaign, staff perceptions
Introduction
Extension has a long history of providing nutrition and healthy lifestyle education. In many
states, the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program Education (SNAP-Ed) is implemented
through Extension and is part of Extension’s approach to providing nutrition education to lowresource individuals and families. SNAP-Ed has typically provided nutrition education through
individual and group-based classes, but social marketing as a means of influencing populationbased behavior change is currently being encouraged (United States Department of Agriculture
[USDA], 2021). For example, as a broad-based approach to nutrition education, social marketing
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can be used with SNAP-eligible target audiences to deliver positive messages about and images
of healthy eating (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2013).
The strategy of social marketing includes the use of comprehensive, multifaceted approaches that
aim to produce voluntary behavior change in intended audiences by
• targeting a specific audience;
• identifying the needs of that audience;
• selecting target behaviors to address.
Altering messages and delivery channels through audience feedback and evaluation data are also
important when implementing a social marketing campaign (USDA, 2021). Social marketing is a
promising strategy to be increasingly utilized in Extension programming to encourage healthy
behavior (Skelly, 2005; Warner et al., 2016). Yet, Extension staff may need or benefit from
professional development related to social marketing. Professional development could increase
staff skill levels and enhance their readiness to successfully implement social marketing
(McKenzie-Mohr, 2011; Warner et al., 2016). Identifying barriers to the use of social marketing
among Extension staff is necessary for the development of strategies to facilitate the adoption of
social marketing among staff (McKenzie-Mohr, 2011). Once strategies to facilitate the adoption
of social marketing among Extension staff are developed, the implementation and evaluation of
those strategies are critical to ensuring that staff use social marketing to reach their target
audience (McKenzie-Mohr, 2011).
In 2018, Mississippi State University Extension Service’s (MSU Extension) Office of Nutrition
Education (ONE) launched a statewide social marketing campaign for SNAP-eligible individuals
and families. The campaign was branded HappyHealthy and is the most widespread social
marketing campaign undertaken by MSU Extension. The campaign has four target behaviors:
increasing physical activity, shopping for healthy foods on a budget, preparing meals at home,
and having pride in food and family. MSU Extension delivers messages related to these
behaviors through five delivery channels: mass media, web and social media, printed materials,
teaching and presentation resources, and nutrition education reinforcement items (NERI).
MSU Extension staff support implementation of the campaign through the distribution of printed
materials, through social media efforts (e.g., Facebook, Twitter), and by dissemination of
promotional media (e.g., NERI, such as recipe cards). MSU Extension agents, specialists, and
other personnel, in general, have been asked to support the campaign. Most specifically, ONE
staff are considered innovation champions to boost HappyHealthy within the communities they
serve. Rogers (2003, p. 414) defines an innovation champion as “a charismatic individual who
throws his or her weight behind an innovation, thus overcoming indifference or resistance that
the new idea may provoke in an organization.” By fulfilling the role of innovation champions,
Extension professionals can contribute to HappyHealthy by initiating, guiding, and implementing
the innovation process (Rogers, 2003).
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Theoretical Framework
At the organizational level, HappyHealthy is an innovative way for MSU Extension staff to
promote healthy food and lifestyle choices. The degree to which MSU Extension staff champion
the organizational innovation and disseminate HappyHealthy messages and materials with lowresource audiences can impact the campaign’s successful implementation. When conceptualizing
HappyHealthy as organizational innovation, Rogers’ diffusion of innovation theory could help
researchers and practitioners understand how individuals in the organization are “putting an
innovation to use” (Rogers, 2003, p. 417).
Diffusion of innovation theory describes the process through which an innovation is
communicated through various channels over time to audience members and how that innovation
spreads throughout an audience or from one audience to another (National Cancer Institute
[NCI], 2005). Further, diffusion of innovation entails a multilevel process of change that
incorporates various strategies in diverse settings (NCI, 2005). When looking at this theory at the
organizational level, diffusion of innovation might include employee role changes, regulation
changes, or the addition of new programs (NCI, 2005).
Rogers stated that “innovation goes on all the time in organizations,” but employees’ adoption of
an innovation is not guaranteed (Rogers, 2003, p. 405). Instead, adoption could be affected by an
employee’s perception of the innovation’s attributes. Perceived relative advantage,
compatibility, complexity, trialability, and observability could determine the adoption of
innovation (Rogers, 2003). In other words, an employee’s adoption of an innovation can depend
on whether they see the innovation as superior to what it is replacing, an appropriate fit for the
target audience, easy to implement, able to be tried before adopting, and able to produce
measurable results (NCI, 2005). These perceptions of innovation can affect the rate of adoption
by employees (Rogers, 2003). Relative advantage, compatibility, trialability, and observability
are positively related to an innovation’s adoption rate, whereas complexity is negatively related
to its rate of adoption (Rogers, 2003). For a description of the attributes described by Rogers
(2003) and applied to the HappyHealthy social marketing campaign, see Table 1.
Table 1. The Five Perceived Attributes of Innovations Affecting the Rate of Adoption
Attribute
Description
Relative advantage
Compatibility
Complexity
Trialability
Observability

The degree to which Extension staff perceive the campaign as better than what
it replaces
The degree to which Extension staff perceive the campaign as matching
existing values, previous experiences, and needs
The degree to which Extension staff perceive the campaign as difficult to
disseminate
The degree to which Extension staff may partially integrate the campaign into
their work before fully integrating it
The degree to which Extension staff see results from integrating the campaign
into their work
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HappyHealthy Timeline and Guiding Process Evaluation Question
Figure 1 illustrates the timing of staff training on campaign implementation, campaign launch,
and process evaluation. Before the campaign launch in February 2018, ONE staff attended a daylong, face-to-face training on campaign implementation.
Figure 1. Timeline of the Launch, Training, and Process Evaluation of HappyHealthy

January 2018
ONE staff trained
on the campaign

May 2018
Interviews with
ONE staff

February 2018
Campaign
launched

October 2018
Survey with ONE
staff

In 2018, external evaluators conducted a process evaluation of the HappyHealthy social
marketing campaign. A primary purpose of the evaluation was to identify factors that contributed
to the success of the campaign and those factors that may impede the campaign’s success
(Walker et al., 2018). For this manuscript, we use Rogers’ diffusion of innovation theory to
frame the following evaluation question: What were the perceived attributes of HappyHealthy
among ONE staff? To answer this process evaluation question, we accessed data collected by the
external evaluator. Data were in the form of interview transcripts and survey responses.
Methods
External evaluators conducted in-depth interviews with a subset of MSU Extension’s ONE staff
members (n = 17) as part of process evaluation efforts. Interviews with nutrition educators (n =
12), Extension agents (n = 2), and regional registered dietitians (n = 3) provided information
from three organizational perspectives because each role had a different point of view of the
campaign and varying roles in the dissemination of the campaign. Walker et al. (2018) designed
the interview guide to last approximately 30 minutes and consisted of mostly open-ended
questions. Interview questions were related to five broad areas, including campaign awareness,
campaign implementation, campaign exposure, partnerships, and recommendations. For
example, one interview question related to campaign implementation was, “Are the
HappyHealthy campaign messages and materials consistent with the SNAP-Ed concepts taught
in your area? If yes, how do the campaign messages and materials support SNAP-Ed concepts?
If no, what changes would be necessary to make the campaign messages and materials more
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consistent with SNAP-Ed concepts?” As reported by Walker et al. (2018), a trained external
evaluator conducted and digitally recorded interviews to capture all comments accurately. The
external evaluator transcribed the recordings, and Downey coded the transcripts by using a
thematic analysis approach. Thematic analysis is an iterative reading and re-reading of data to
identify the study’s themes. In this evaluation study, the project team took a deductive approach,
where the initial coding scheme was determined a priori from Roger’s categories of perceived
attributes. Dr. Downey read and re-read the transcripts and tagged text with the code of relative
advantage, compatibility, complexity, trialability, or observability.
As a continuous process evaluation effort, Walker et al. (2018) developed a web-based survey
for administration with MSU Extension’s ONE staff. This survey was implemented after the
campaign had been active for several months. The evaluation survey developed by Walker et al.
(2018) included closed-ended questions primarily and took approximately 20 minutes for
respondents to complete. Survey questions were also related to five broad areas, and most areas
were the same as those explored through interviews, including campaign awareness, campaign
implementation, perceptions of campaign materials and messages, partnerships, and
recommendations. For example, a survey question related to campaign implementation was,
“How confident are you in your ability to promote HappyHealthy in your area?” The response
options ranged from completely confident to completely unconfident. A total of 54 surveys were
completed by nutrition educators (n = 35), Extension agents (n = 14), and regional registered
dietitians (n = 4). One respondent did not report their role in ONE (Walker et al., 2018). Downey
used Roger’s perceived attributes of innovation to interpret the findings. In the following section,
we summarize key results from both data collection approaches in tandem. In some cases, both
data collection approaches did not yield results for each of Rogers’ perceived attributes.
The interview guide and survey are available upon request to the corresponding author.
Results
Relative advantage. As related to relative advantage, interviewees perceived that HappyHealthy
provided a unified social media presence for ONE, something that had not previously been
available. Additionally, interviewees thought the campaign offered a “positive” and “catchy”
way to recruit future program participants and to continue to engage with past program
participants. In the words of one key informant, “I think everyone is buying into it, everybody
[is] getting excited…following the plan, doing the recipes, just keeping on those positive
messages.” After several months of implementation, the vast majority of survey respondents had
used the campaign to reach SNAP-Ed audiences with health messages. All nutrition educators
and regional registered dietitians reported promoting HappyHealthy. To a lesser extent,
Extension agents (57%) reported involvement in promoting the campaign.
Compatibility. Regarding compatibility, informants perceived their promotion of HappyHealthy
to be compatible with their more traditional job responsibilities. Similarly, campaign materials
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and messages were consistent with nutrition content delivered through SNAP-Ed nutrition
programs. All interview participants believed that the goals of the campaign were the same as
those in their nutrition education classes and other activities. When asked if campaign messages
and materials were consistent with nutrition concepts taught, one participant stated, “Yes,
because one of the main goals with the MyPlate is make your plates fruits and vegetables. Well,
that’s one of the main goals of HappyHealthy. So, I think they align perfectly with each other.”
Similarly, survey respondents agreed (60%) or strongly agreed (29%) that HappyHealthy helped
reinforce the lessons taught in nutrition education classes, and a total of 83% agreed or strongly
agreed that the campaign contributed to adult participation in nutrition education (see Figure 2).
Figure 2. Respondents’ Level of Agreement with Statements About HappyHealthy (n = 48)
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"HappyHealthy helps to reinforce the lessons I
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Strongly Disagree
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Complexity. Concerning complexity, most key informants were aware of their responsibilities
related to the campaign. They felt that the training they had received on the campaign
implementation was “very well done,” as expressed by one interviewee, and built excitement
among staff about the work. Some key informants recommended additional training on campaign
implementation and increased accessibility to HappyHealthy materials. Several months into the
campaign, most surveyed agents (64%) only felt “somewhat confident” promoting the campaign
(see Figure 3). In comparison, most nutrition educators (57%) and the majority of regional
registered dietitians (75%) were “completely confident” in their ability to promote the campaign.
None of the regional registered dietitians felt somewhat unconfident in their ability to promote
the campaign. Only 3% and 18% of nutrition educators and Extension agents, respectively, felt
somewhat unconfident in their ability to promote the campaign.
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Figure 3. Respondents’ Confidence in Promoting HappyHealthy in Their Area (n = 50)
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Trialability. Comments and findings related to trialability were consistent across interviews and
the survey. Informants indicated that they were distributing print campaign materials – including
recipe and social media cards – more frequently than sharing campaign messages on social
media. This could suggest that staff were experimenting with some aspects of the campaign
before adopting other elements, and therefore, might relate to trialability. Similarly, 86% of
survey respondents distributed recipe cards, while just over half the participants (51%)
distributed social media cards. Figure 4 shows additional HappyHealthy printed materials and
NERI used by survey respondents to promote the campaign.
Figure 4. HappyHealthy Materials Used by Respondents (n = 54)
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Interestingly, 84% of survey respondents reported they had liked and/or followed the campaign
on social media. In comparison, only 54% had shared HappyHealthy messages through social
media, and 16% had used #HappyHealthy on social media. Again, this could illustrate that staff
are experimenting with some campaign elements before others.
Observability. The concept of observability was not evident in the data collected. This could be
because the campaign, once launched, became part of ONE staff members’ job responsibilities.
Implications, Recommendations, and Conclusions
Using Roger’s model, this process evaluation exposed several areas of improvement that could
enhance the adoption of the campaign. These areas of improvement related to complexity,
trialability, and observability (as evidenced by lack of findings) of the campaign.
In response to findings, ONE personnel have developed an online store for staff to order
campaign materials to limit the complexity of ordering HappyHealthy materials for
dissemination. ONE staff have completed more extensive training on the campaign, and the
training content has intentionally focused on how the promotion of the campaign aligns with the
responsibilities of MSU Extension staff. Such efforts are supported by previous research that
highlights the need for training Extension staff in the strategy of social marketing for successful
adoption and implementation (Warner et al., 2016). Training in social marketing can help to
encourage its use among Extension staff members, especially among those who have not used
the strategy previously (Warner et al., 2016). In addition to training, providing organizational
support and incentives for adopting social marketing may motivate Extension employees to
adopt social marketing as an innovation (Warner et al., 2016).
Further, the potential for efficiency and being impactful are two motivating factors that should be
emphasized among Extension employees when utilizing the social marketing strategy (Rogers,
2003; Warner et al., 2016). To communicate the current and potential impact of the campaign,
ONE staff were updated regularly on campaign reach, new and improved campaign elements,
and process evaluation findings. Also, more formal procedures were available to guide ONE
staff with the implementation of campaign elements, specifically on how to use elements
efficiently and consistently.
Based on these findings and our efforts to use those findings to improve implementation, we
provide recommendations (see Figure 5) to other Extension professionals who are developing a
social marketing campaign. The guidance related to “observability” is based on the literature
(Rogers, 2003) because we did not observe this attribute’s perception in data. We offer these
recommendations because a greater acceptance of social marketing innovation by employees can
increase its successful implementation and diffusion with the target audience. Identifying barriers
and benefits to social marketing utilization specific to organizations is also key to developing the
best strategies to help staff members adopt social marketing as an Extension organizational
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innovation. Implementation and evaluation of procedures used to promote social marketing
among organization staff members are equally important for improving the effectiveness of
social marketing adoption among organization members.
Figure 5. Recommendations for Successful Implementation of a
Social Marketing Campaign in Extension

Relative
Advantage

•Work to ensure that a social marketing campaign increases the
effectiveness and/or efficiency of Extension staff current efforts.
Communicate these benefits to Extension staff.

Compatibility

•Develop campaign messages that align or compliment the
educational content being delivered and educational methods being
used by Extension staff. Communicate the compatibility to staff.

Complexity

•Provide initial training and follow-up training on the campaign and
campaign elements.

Trialability

•Strategically and systematically phase in campaign elements so
that staff are not inconsistently experimenting with elements.

Observability

•Identify Extension staff who are known to be early adopters, and
designate them to champion staff engagement with and diffusion
of the social marketing campaign.

Limitations
Readers should consider the limitations of this study when interpreting the results. First, not all
ONE staff participated in the interview process. While we believe the interview participants are
similar to the entire staff, we may have failed to capture the perspectives of those not included.
Second, the sample size across data collection techniques differs and could result in bias.
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Using Webinars to Teach Extension Audiences:
A Rubric to Evaluate and Improve
Kari Robideau
Karen Matthes
University of Minnesota Extension
Cooperative Extension professionals are using webinar technologies to
accommodate time constraints, travel distances, and limited budgets as well as to
reach a broader audience. Although checklists and planning worksheets are
readily available, there is a lack of resources to intentionally utilize reflective
teaching practice and measure high-quality standards that go beyond general
webinar set-up, participant experience, and content learning. This article
describes the Webinar Evaluation Rubric for Extension Teaching that facilitates
reflective practice and sets webinar teaching standards. The rubric provides a
standard for professional development taught through webinars that strengthens
the participant experience and enables high-quality learning across Cooperative
Extension program areas.
Keywords: webinar, teaching, rubric, evaluation, learning, professional
development standards, reflective practice
Introduction
Cooperative Extension professionals are using webinar technologies to accommodate time
constraints, travel distances, and limited budgets as well as to reach a broader audience.
Webinars facilitate engaging conversations with video in real-time and in an online format that
can be accessed anywhere there is an internet connection. While this online tool is often used for
meetings, Extension professionals are using this tool beyond internal communication to deliver
programs to Extension audiences (Lobley et al., 2019; Robinson & Poling, 2017).
Checklists and planning worksheets are readily available to guide the selection of web-based
tools, to learn how to set up and run a webinar, and to collect participant evaluations (Robinson
& Poling, 2017). However, there is a lack of resources for web-based teachers to intentionally
plan, evaluate, reflect, and improve their teaching practices beyond general webinar tool set-up,
participant experience, and content learning. Having a standard for professional development in
webinars is imperative to strengthen the participant experience and provide more effective
programs that encourage continued participation in online learning (Garst et al., 2014).
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A professional standard for webinar teaching includes reflective practice, which allows teachers
to step back, evaluate the learning environment, and identify how to improve their teaching skills
every time they teach (Zahid & Khanam, 2019). As webinars are increasingly used to deliver
programs, it is important for Extension professionals to have a rubric that sets professional
development standards in order to deliver high-quality webinars.
This article outlines the Webinar Evaluation Rubric for Extension Teaching that facilitates
reflective practice for Extension professionals and sets webinar teaching standards. The rubric is
adapted from a tool used by traditional classroom teachers moving to web-based teaching
environments in Science and Math (Culbertson et al., 2015). The indicators have been adapted to
provide a rubric that sets a standard for Extension teaching. Multiple program areas have used it
at the University of Minnesota Extension, including youth development, community vitality, and
family development. The rubric has been downloaded more than 3,600 times from the University
of Minnesota Library (Matthes & Robideau, 2017).
Webinar Evaluation Rubric for Extension Teaching
The Webinar Evaluation Rubric for Extension Teaching is an evaluation tool for assessing the
effectiveness and quality of extension staff teaching in a web-based environment (Matthes &
Robideau, 2017). Rubric development is based on a literature review of webinar teaching
practices, piloted by science and math teachers in traditional, for-credit classrooms (Culbertson
et al., 2015) and adapted for Extension educators in non-credit settings. This evaluation tool is
used by Extension professionals who want to demonstrate excellence in webinar teaching. The
rubric may be used to facilitate an evaluative process in three ways: (a) during the planning
process, (b) as a peer-review, and (c) as a reflective practice tool. It is not an evaluation tool for
webinar participants.
1. Planning process. While this tool is not a planning checklist, it is most effective for
the Extension professional when the rubric is referenced during the planning process
to ensure each component is included.
2. Peer-review. A colleague can use the Worksheet: Webinar Evaluation Rubric for
Extension Teaching (provided on the last page of the rubric document) during the
webinar to record observations and provide constructive feedback.
3. Reflective practice. The Extension professional can use the feedback to make
improvements to their webinar teaching practices. If there was not a peer review, the
rubric could be used as a self-scoring tool for evaluating the learning environment
and identifying how to improve.
Components
There are seven components of webinar teaching evaluated in the rubric. It is critical for teachers
to consider each of these to deliver a high-quality webinar.
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1. Technology. This includes an overview of the webinar tools for participants, freeing
the teaching environment from distractions, and providing clear instructions on how
to access supplemental materials. Live closed captions are available, and materials
are accessible to all audiences.
2. Content. The presenters are introduced by providing credentials relative to the
content, and the webinar information shared matches the clearly defined objectives.
3. Organization. The webinar follows a defined outline, the content is chunked into
small segments, and the presentation stays on task.
4. Delivery. A variety of presentation methods are used throughout the webinar, the
presenter provides time for participants to reflect and absorb content, and transitions
throughout the webinar are smooth.
5. Visual aids. Text is used to emphasize information and can be easily read. Presenters
scaffold information, and a variety of relevant visuals are used to enhance
understanding and maintain audience focus.
6. Participant interaction. The presenters use active learning approaches, clearly
communicate participation expectations for interaction, and provide opportunities to
ask questions throughout the webinar.
7. Evaluation. The participant experience is evaluated to assess the quality of the
webinar and content application.
Indicators
Each component has a set of indicators that define the level at which that component is reached.
Indicators are scored on a 3-point scale:
•
•
•

Minimal Score: little to no use of the indicator (1 point),
Developing Score: some use of the indicator (2 points), and
Strong Score: full demonstration of the indicator (3 points).

Once each indicator has been scored, the scores within each component may be averaged to
obtain seven scores that provide a comprehensive assessment of webinar quality. Webinar
teachers then total all points to get an overall score to evaluate overall quality. A low total score
indicates a need for continued skill development, and high scores indicate quality teaching
practices that reflect Extension standards. Table 1 defines the teaching skill level.
Table 1. Rubric Score Range Description
Total score determines range of quality
webinar teaching practice

22 - 32 Minimal

33 - 55 Developing

56 - 66 Strong

Table 2 provides a simplified rubric and includes a list of each component along with the
descriptive indicator(s) used for scoring the Webinar Evaluation Rubric for Extension Teaching
(Matthes & Robideau, 2017).
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Table 2. Webinar Evaluation Rubric for Extension Teaching
Minimal
Indicators
(1 point)
Component: Technology (point range 3-9)
Tools
Minimal information
about the webinar
technology tools is
provided. Participants
have to ask about them
during the webinar.
Distractions

There are a number of
substantial distractions
throughout the webinar
that impede the flow of
the webinar.
Supplemental Instructions for accessing
Materials
the webinar recording
and slides are unclear
and/or incomplete.
Supplemental materials
are incidentally
mentioned, but they are
not actually made
available. Materials are
made available, but
participants are not
notified.
Component: Content (point range 3-9)
Presenter
The presenters are
Information
introduced during the
webinar, but their
credentials and
backgrounds are not
provided.

Goals

The topic and
objectives/goals of the
webinar are briefly stated
prior to or at the
beginning of the webinar,
but it is not clear how the
webinar’s topic is related
to the objectives/goals.

On Task

The webinar content does
not match the stated
goals.
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Developing
(2 points)
Some information about
the webinar technology
tools is provided.
Participants still may be
asking how to use them.
There are some
distractions during the
webinar, but the flow of
the presentation is not
constantly interrupted.
Instructions for accessing
the webinar recording
and slides are available
and accurate. Participants
are made aware of the
supplemental materials,
but instructions for
accessing them are
unclear.

The presenters are
introduced, and their
credentials are provided
during or prior to the
webinar, but the
relevance of the
presenters’ expertise to
the webinar content is not
clear.
The topic and
objectives/goals of the
webinar are clearly stated
prior to or during the
webinar. The webinar’s
topic appears to be
related to the
objectives/goals, but the
connection may be
implicit.
The webinar content
aligns with some of the
stated goals or objectives.

Strong
(3 points)

Points

An overview of the tools
used during the webinar
is provided, allowing
participants to actively
engage. Participants
understand how to use
the features.
There are a few minor or
no distractions during the
webinar.
Clear and explicit
instructions are provided
for how to access the
webinar recording and/or
slides at the end of the
presentation.
Additionally, written
instructions are provided
in follow-up
communication with
participants.
The presenters are
introduced, and
introductions include
how their backgrounds
and credentials qualify
them to speak
knowledgeably about the
webinar topic.
The webinar’s topic and
objectives/goals are
clearly stated and
referenced throughout the
webinar, and explicit
connections are made
between the webinar’s
topic and its
objectives/goals.
The webinar content
clearly aligns with all the
stated goals or objectives.
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Minimal
Developing
Indicators
(1 point)
(2 points)
Component: Organization (point range 4-12)
Direction
An outline or agenda is
The presenters read the
displayed briefly without outline or agenda at the
comment.
beginning of the webinar.

Online
Accuracy

The webinar outline or
agenda minimally reflects
the webinar’s structure
and content.

The webinar outline or
agenda partially reflects
the webinar’s structure.

Information
Chunking

Some portions of the
webinar are presented in
segments, but the
segments are lengthy.

Structure

Webinar information is
presented in a logical
sequence, but it is
difficult to follow. No
transitions are used to
make connections
between sections.

Some portions of the
webinar are presented in
small segments. Other
information is presented
in lengthy segments.
Webinar information is
presented in a logical,
easy-to-follow sequence.
Some effort is made to
use transitions to provide
connections between
sections, but the
transitions are minimal.

Component: Delivery (point range 3-9)
Variety
The webinar primarily
uses one presentation
mode, with some token
usage of other modes.
Reflection

Transitions

The webinar includes a
few opportunities for
participants to absorb
new ideas, but most ideas
are presented one after
the other with little time
in between.
Transitions result in
substantial delays and
challenges.
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The webinar alternates
between two presentation
modes but shifts between
presentation modes occur
infrequently.
The webinar includes
pauses after each major
section of content, but
new ideas within sections
are introduced one after
the other with little time
in between.
A few transitions result in
some minor delays.

Strong
(3 points)

Points

An outline or agenda is
presented and discussed
at the beginning of the
webinar and revisited
during transitions and at
its conclusion.
The webinar outline or
agenda accurately reflects
the webinar’s structure
and provides clear
expectations of the
content to be covered.
All webinar information
is organized into and
presented in small
segments.
Webinar information is
presented in a logical,
easy-to-follow sequence.
Presenters make explicit
connections between all
sections using transitional
statements, graphic
organizers, relational
phrases, or other
techniques.
The webinar incorporates
a variety of presentation
modes and changes
presentation modes at
least every 10 minutes.
The webinar provides
opportunities to absorb
each new idea before
moving on to the next
that are made explicit
and/or directly guided by
the presenter.
All transitions take place
without delays.
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Minimal
Indicators
(1 point)
Component: Visual Aids (point range 5-15)
Purpose
All slides are full of text
and read word-for-word
during the webinar with
little elaboration added.
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Developing
(2 points)

Strong
(3 points)

Most slides are textheavy but not read wordfor-word during the
webinar, come
elaboration added.

Slide text is reserved for
key words and concepts.
Details and explanations
are delivered verbally or
through the use of
supplemental materials.
All visuals, including text
and images, are easy to
read. A limited number
of fonts in high-contrast
colors are used
throughout to achieve
readability and visual
consistency.
One main idea is
presented or revealed at a
time within each slide.
Components of text or
graphics are revealed in
small segments or one at
a time.

Readability

The majority of visuals,
including text and
images, are difficult to
read.

Most slides are clear, but
there are some visuals,
including text and
images, that are difficult
to read.

Scaffolding
Information

Very few slides reveal
content in small
segments. There are
many missed
opportunities for
scaffolding learning by
presenting ideas one at a
time.

Many of the slides reveal
components of text or
graphics in small
segments, but some
contain missed
opportunities for
scaffolding learning by
presenting ideas one at a
time.
Most of the visuals, but
not all, are relevant to the
topic or information
presented on the slide.

Visual
Relevance

Few visuals are clearly or
obviously related to the
webinar topic or
information contained in
the slide.
Visual Variety Visual elements other
than text are rarely
incorporated in the
webinar.
Participant Interaction (point range 3-9)
Active
The webinar includes
Learning
active learning
Approaches
approaches or interactive
activities in a superficial
way.
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Points

All visuals are highly
relevant to the webinar
topic or information
presented on the slide.

Visual elements of
several different types are
used occasionally.

Visual elements
representing a variety of
different types are used
throughout.

The webinar includes
some meaningful
opportunities for active
learning or interactive
activities but does not
promote audience
reflection or application
of a new task, skill, or
content.

A variety of active
learning approaches and
interactive activities are
included throughout the
webinar, and the
presenters promote
audience reflection or
application of a new task,
skill, or content.
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Indicators
Expectation of
Participants

Questions

Minimal
(1 point)
Presenters make a
general announcement
regarding expectations
for participation at the
beginning of the webinar
but do not reinforce this
expectation at any other
time during the webinar.
There is an opportunity
for participants to pose
questions near or at the
end of the webinar.
However, there is no time
to address any of the
questions.

Component: Evaluation (point range 1-3)
Does not assess the
components.

162

Developing
(2 points)
Presenters make a
general announcement
regarding expectations
for participation at the
beginning of the webinar
and reinforce this
expectation during a few
opportunities within the
webinar.
There is an opportunity
for participants to pose
questions near or at the
end of the webinar, and
there is a sufficient
amount of time to address
one or more of the
questions.

Strong
(3 points)
Presenters clearly
communicate the overall
expectations for passive
and/or audience
participation and
reinforce expectations at
each opportunity
throughout the webinar.

Evaluation assesses a few
of the evaluation
components.

Evaluation assesses all of
the components.

Points

There are several
opportunities throughout
the webinar for
participants to pose
questions, and most
opportunities have
sufficient time to address
questions.

Total Points

Discussion
As Cooperative Extension professionals increase their use of webinars for teaching, this rubric
will ensure professional development standards while fostering reflective practice for continual
improvement. While checklists often help with one aspect, such as technology, this rubric
provides a comprehensive evaluation of a webinar teaching environment.
Extension professionals who have used the rubric report through solicited evaluations that they
have increased skills, shared the rubric with other colleagues, and have higher quality webinar
presentations. Specific themes emerging from evaluations include
•

•

Utilized as a development tool. Colleagues find the rubric to be beneficial to the
planning and implementation of Extension programs. It provides feedback on webinar
design and delivery to strengthen the virtual learning environment. When
collaborating with others, they have introduced the tool to development teams while
designing additional webinars.
Builds confidence in web-based teaching. Utilizing the tool builds instructor
confidence and guides them to implement high-quality teaching practices as they give
attention to tools, structure, and delivery.
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Increases participation and improves evaluation scores. Compared to prior webbased teaching without the rubric, teachers note an increase in participant learning
from evaluations and experience higher levels of participant engagement.
Guide for reflective teaching practice. The tool provides a guide for reflective
teaching practice in web-based settings and encourages an intentional self-assessment
to increase facilitation skills. Extension colleagues have made changes to existing
webinars to ensure important components are included.

The authors suggest that the Webinar Evaluation Rubric for Extension Teaching be utilized by
all Extension Professionals who teach audiences through webinars. The rubric and scoring
instructions have been introduced to be implemented across Cooperative Extension programs
throughout the United States. The result of this will increase the professional quality of webinar
learning experiences for our audiences.
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Move More, Sit Less: Applying the Physical Activity Guidelines for
Americans to Extension Programs
Laura E. Balis
Pacific Institute for Research and Evaluation
Hannah F. Fuerniss
Texas Beef Council
Drew T. Brown
University of Arkansas
Chance Marshall
University of Wyoming Extension
Samantha M. Harden
Virginia Tech
Extension enhances the lives of Americans by translating research-based
information related to existing needs into programming that is practical and
accessible to the general public. Evidence clearly indicates that physical activity
is correlated to positive health outcomes, but despite this conclusion, the majority
of Americans do not meet the recommendations for physical activity. The 2nd
Edition of the Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans provides guidance for
Extension professionals to implement physical activity interventions. We
recommend training and technical assistance strategies based on the Interactive
Systems Framework to integrate physical activity promotion into all Extension
areas.
Keywords: physical activity, exercise, chronic disease, health
Introduction
The national Cooperative Extension System was originally formed to bring research and
education to those involved in the agricultural community (U.S. Department of Agriculture,
n.d.). Just as Extension agents/educators (herein: agents) advanced agricultural practices for the
last century, Extension professionals can improve the health behaviors of Americans today. A
shift in community needs is evidenced by the rising prevalence of chronic disease due, in part, to
modifiable health behaviors. In fact, the severity of our nation’s health is illustrated by the fact
that 50% of adults suffer from at least one chronic condition (Ward et al., 2014). The prevalence
of these conditions is also increasing in children; therefore, the need for multilevel intervention
Direct correspondence to Laura Balis at lbalis@pire.org
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across the lifespan is indisputable. One modifiable health behavior is physical activity (Durstine
et al., 2013; Warburton et al., 2006). Overwhelming evidence has linked insufficient physical
activity to negative health outcomes in the United States (Physical Activity Guidelines Advisory
Committee, 2018; Warburton et al., 2006).
With a presence in most counties in the United States, Extension is positioned to interact with
and provide practical health solutions to local communities. The term “physical activity” was
added to the Agricultural Act (Farm Bill) of 2014, formally authorizing the promotion of
physical activity in state programming (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2015). Although some
Extension professionals had previously incorporated physical activity components into their
programming, this addition provided further motive for integrating physical activity promotion
into Extension programming to promote overall health (Harden et al., 2018; U.S. Department of
Agriculture, 2015).
Many Extension professionals and volunteers offer physical activity-focused programming
(Harden et al., 2020). These strategies include direct education such as the learner-centered
Eating Smart-Being Active (Auld et al., 2015), online walking and fruit/vegetable consumption
challenges (Harden et al., 2019), and environmental change such as Complete Streets policies
(Holston et al., 2020). However, challenges remain. Extension professionals have expressed
hesitancy about incorporating physical activity promotion into their roles and responsibilities
(Balis et al., 2018; Peña-Purcell et al., 2012). Agents face barriers, including a lack of
confidence, a perception that physical activity recommendations are hard to meet, a lack of
training, unfamiliarity with evidence-based physical activity programs, and concerns over
liability (Balis et al., 2018; Peña-Purcell et al., 2012).
These barriers may be alleviated by using evidence-based recommendations (research) to inform
and deliver evidence-based programming (practice). The Physical Activity Guidelines for
Americans, 2nd Edition (herein: Guidelines; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,
2018) is one such source; structuring program planning around helping participants meet
recommendations can ensure that Extension professionals implement physical activity programs
that are evidence-based and help participants increase physical activity levels to decrease the risk
of chronic disease. While the Guidelines provide a starting point for understanding types and
amounts of physical activity to recommend, dissemination and implementation do not happen on
their own (Brownson & Jones, 2009). That is, the availability of the Guidelines does not mean
practitioners will know of their availability (dissemination) and integrate them into their work
(implementation) without specific efforts. Borrowing from dissemination and implementation
science, we recommend training and technical assistance as implementation strategies (i.e.,
methods of improving the uptake and delivery of evidence-based programs; Proctor et al., 2013)
to speed the translation of research to practice (Powell et al., 2015).
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The purpose of this commentary is to 1) provide an overview of the updated Physical Activity
Guidelines for Americans and its relevance for Extension, 2) apply a framework for moving the
Guidelines into practice, and 3) suggest how this work could be inclusive of all Extension focus
areas to make a system-wide shift. This information is intended to be used by those supporting
program delivery (e.g., specialists and program leaders) or delivering programs (e.g., educators
or agents).
Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans, 2nd Edition
In 2018, the Physical Activity Guidelines Advisory Committee published a scientific report after
extensively reviewing relevant literature and summarizing key information related to physical
activity, sedentary behavior, and health. Informed by this report, the government released the 2nd
Edition of the Guidelines. While the Guidelines may be used by the public to make healthful
changes on an individual and family level, the intended audience is policymakers and health
professionals – such as Extension practitioners – who have the opportunity to influence health
behaviors on a larger scale (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2018).
Additionally, through the Move Your Way Campaign, resources and consumer-facing messages
are provided (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2020), making it accessible and
convenient for Extension educators to include the messaging into their current programming or
to adopt new initiatives focused solely on reducing sedentary behavior and being active.
Using the Guidelines as an evidence-based strategy for planning Extension programs can help
Extension professionals understand how much and what types of physical activity should be
promoted. With the overall goal of preventing chronic disease, the 2018 Guidelines include
aerobic activity and muscle-strengthening activities for all age groups as well as bonestrengthening activities for youth and balance activities for older adults (U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services, 2018). The recommendations for each age group are:
•
•

•

•

Preschool-aged children (age 3-5): be physically active throughout the day. Active
play should include a variety of activity types.
Youth (6-17): engage in 60 minutes of moderate to vigorous intensity per day. This
should include vigorous intensity physical activity, muscle strengthening activities,
and bone-strengthening activities at least three days per week each.
Adults (18-64): engage in 150 to 300 minutes of moderate intensity or 75 to 150
minutes of vigorous intensity aerobic physical activity each week, as well as
incorporating muscle-strengthening activities on two or more days per week
Older adults (65 and older): the recommendations are the same as for adults, with the
addition of balance training. Those with chronic conditions should be as active as
their abilities and conditions allow.

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 9, Number 2, 2021

Volume 9, Number 2, 2021

Full Issue, Volume 9, Number 2

172

Move More, Sit Less

168

While the first edition of the Guidelines stated that activity needed to be performed in increments
of at least 10 minutes, recent evidence suggests that any duration of physical activity can be
included in the weekly total (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2018). The 2018
Guidelines recommend physical activity bouts of any length – for example, climbing a few
flights of stairs – to reap health benefits. This is reinforced through key messages of moving
more and sitting less, starting with five minutes of activity per week if time is tight, and counting
any type of physical activity that gets you moving (including raking, vacuuming, gardening,
playing catch, and dancing).
The new Guidelines also include the risks of sedentary behavior (i.e., sitting, reclining, or lying).
While the Guidelines do not recommend a specific target amount of sedentary time, they clarify
that higher levels of sedentary time are associated with risk of disease and recommend reducing
sedentary time in addition to increasing moderate-to-vigorous activity. Essentially, the
Guidelines emphasize that a sedentary lifestyle is more harmful than the potential unintended
negative side effects (sore muscles, tripping) of being physically active.
Finally, the 2nd edition of the Guidelines includes a section on using evidence-based strategies to
increase physical activity levels. The evidence-based strategies listed in the Guidelines include
theory-based approaches to change physical activity behaviors at individual or interpersonal
levels and environmental changes at the community level. At the individual and interpersonal
levels, these behavioral strategies include goal setting, monitoring progress, social support, selfreward, positive self-talk, structured problem solving, buddy systems, and contracts (U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, 2018). The recommended community strategies
include point-of-decision prompts, school policies and practices, access to recreation facilities or
outlets, community-wide campaigns, and community designs. Overall, the Guidelines in and of
themselves could be seen as a dissemination strategy (i.e., a targeted approach to spreading
information; Rabin et al., 2008) for these strategies and programs; however, Extension
professionals (whose background is more often in food or family development) would benefit
from capacity building around what the Guidelines are and how to implement them.
A Framework for Integrating the Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans into
Extension
To accomplish the goal of integrating the Guidelines into Extension programming, a capacitybuilding model can be applied. There are over 100 dissemination and implementation models
(Tabak et al., 2012) from which to choose to guide this work. One model relevant to this work is
the Interactive Systems Framework (ISF) (Wandersman et al., 2008), which was the first to put
capacity building as the centerpiece of the translation and implementation process (Noonan et al.,
2012). Within the ISF, there are three systems. The first system translates underlying evidencebased features into formats for the end-user (e.g., staff, volunteers, stakeholders). The second
system works to provide training, technical assistance, and other identified support needs to users
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in the field. The third system is the delivery personnel who support and implement the
innovation in real-world settings (see Figure 1 for Interactive Systems Framework concepts
applied to physical activity promotion in Extension).
Figure 1. Using the Interactive Systems Framework to Disseminate and Implement Physical
Activity Guidelines for Americans in Extension (Wandersman et al., 2008)

With the Guidelines serving as the synthesis and translation system (i.e., they distill the
information through synthesizing the evidence), we recommend training and technical assistance
as a prevention support system to build capacity in the delivery system. Training, technical
assistance, and ongoing support are recognized as implementation strategies necessary to ensure
intervention uptake, fidelity, and sustainability (Beidas et al., 2012; Edmunds et al., 2014; Powell
et al., 2015). We recommend two levels of capacity building for Extension personnel: one level
for all personnel who deliver programs in any field (e.g., community development, agriculture),
and a second level for those who can deliver dedicated physical activity programs within the
scope of their responsibilities (e.g., family and consumer science, 4-H).
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Training should be designed to address identified barriers to delivering physical activity
programs (lack of confidence, perceptions of recommendation, lack of familiarity with evidencebased programs, and liability concerns (Balis et al., 2019; Peña-Purcell et al., 2012) through
focusing on the Guidelines and using best evidence on training physical activity delivery
personnel. While the literature on training community-based personnel to deliver physical
activity programs is limited (Ramalingam et al., 2019), evidence-based training in Physical
Activity in Public Health (PAPH) exists (Dallman et al., 2009) that could be adapted for the
Extension setting to increase PAPH competencies and guide practitioners to implement
evidence-based physical activity interventions.
The first level of training should include types (e.g., aerobic activity vs. strength training),
durations (e.g., one hour per day for youth), and intensity levels (e.g., how to identify light vs.
moderate intensity activity) of recommended physical activity by age group based on the
Guidelines and Extension’s role in physical activity promotion. For example, training would
explain why strength training should be included in physical activity promotion or clarify that
stretching is not part of the Guidelines. As for Extension’s role in physical activity promotion,
training can clarify that Extension practitioners are not expected to serve as personal trainers or
fitness instructors and address safety and liability concerns. For example, risks can be reduced by
gradually increasing physical activity over time, replacing sedentary time with light intensity
physical activity when working with inactive participants, and using screeners such as the PARQ to have participants self-assess readiness for physical activity (Thompson et al., 2013).
Following this introductory module, the second level of training should include selecting and
adapting evidence-based programs, behavior change strategies, social determinants of health,
policy, system, and environmental (PSE) approaches, partnerships for physical activity
promotion, and planning/evaluating physical activity programming. For example, the selecting
and adapting evidence-based program module could include the evidence-based programs in the
Guidelines as well as other repositories such as the SNAP-Ed Toolkit (U.S. Department of
Agriculture, 2019), the Community Guide (Community Preventive Services Task Force, n.d.),
and Research-Tested Intervention Programs (National Cancer Institute and Substance Abuse and
Mental Health Services Administration, n.d.). Finally, this training should be followed with
proactive technical assistance, as training alone is often insufficient to bring about behavior
change (Wandersman et al., 2008). Technical assistance is designed to address individual
concerns and provide assistance to learn how to deliver new programs.
Integrating Physical Activity Programming in all Extension Areas
Physical activity promotion can be integrated across all programming areas of Extension at
various doses (e.g., short activity breaks to multisession interventions). Extension professionals
can use the updated Guidelines to guide their work through promoting physical activity
behaviors at levels to achieve health benefits (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,
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2018). In particular, the 2nd edition of the Guidelines can be used to promote 1) reducing
sedentary time throughout Extension programming, 2) accumulating physical activity through
less than 10-minute bouts, and 3) using evidence-based strategies to guide programming. See
Table 1 for practical implementation suggestions across each Extension program area.
Reducing Sedentary Time
As described in the Guidelines, reducing sedentary time is a distinct strategy for improving
health (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2018). Anecdotal evidence suggests that
Extension programming often entails long periods of sitting during instruction of participants.
One project assessed the degree to which 4-H summer campers were active through a validated
observational protocol that included scanning a designated area and determining if people within
the area were sedentary, moderately active, or vigorously active (Everette & Harden, 2015).
Researchers conducted 925 observations across 12 days of camp (34% of total days) and found
that the participants were sedentary for 66% of the observations, moderate for 16%, and vigorous
for 18%. This highlights a need and opportunity to promote less sedentary time in Extension
programming. For example, Extension professionals in all disciplines can provide opportunities
to stand or walk throughout meetings, instruction, and events. See Table 1 for suggestions.
Including Physical Activity in Less Than 10 Minute Bouts
Incorporating even short bouts (e.g., five minutes) of physical activity in Extension programs can
help participants decrease sitting time and work towards meeting Guidelines. Replacing class
instruction time with physical activity – even 15-20 minutes – has been shown to have no
negative impacts on the original program’s outcomes (Palmer-Keenan et al., 2014).
Extension professionals can also facilitate short bouts of lifestyle physical activity through
implementing environmental changes in addition to direct education. This aligns with the update
in the recent version of the Guidelines that any amount of physical activity can now count toward
the weekly total. For example, climbing a few flights of stairs, walking briskly from the car to
the store, or doing 20 jumping jacks upon standing up from a desk all count. PSE efforts change
the environment, whether by physical means or via policy or systems interventions, and can
facilitate these brief bouts of physical activity. Additionally, changing the environment has a
greater impact on health and requires less individual effort than direct education (Frieden, 2010).
With the release of the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act in 2010 (U.S. Department of Agriculture,
2010) and the Cooperative Extension’s National Framework for Health and Wellness in 2014
(Braun et al., 2014), PSE efforts could be supported by Extension. These efforts have also been
emphasized through specific funding opportunities (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,
2019).
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Adopt Evidence-Based Physical Activity Programs
Evidence-based programs have been tested through research for effectiveness, with those
findings published in a peer-reviewed journal (National Cancer Institute and Substance Abuse
and Mental Health Services Administration, n.d.). As Extension has struggled to implement
physical activity programs that are evidence-based (Balis et al., 2019; Strayer et al., 2020), the
section on evidence-based strategies provides a helpful starting point for Extension professionals
to select evidence-based programs. Reviews of Extension physical activity programs show that
evidence-based behavioral strategies are seldom used (Balis et al., 2019; Harden et al., 2019).
Extension practitioners could benefit from applying the strategies listed in the Guidelines, as
using tested behavioral strategies can lead to long-lasting change in physical activity behaviors
(Greaves et al., 2010; Heath et al., 2012; Horodyska et al., 2015). By incorporating these
strategies, Extension professionals can move beyond teaching physical activity classes (which
may not result in changes beyond the end of the class) and expand their reach by delivering
programs with behavior change strategies to new groups of participants.
Table 1. Examples of Integrating Physical Activity Promotion across Extension
Program
Area
All
Extension
program
areas

Reduce Sedentary Time
1. Standing applause
activity breaks
2. Active ice breakers
3. Strategic set up of the
room (equipment on one
side of the room and
food on the other)

Family and
Consumer
Sciences
(FCS)

Place refreshments at
gatherings and events
further from meeting rooms
to encourage a few minutes
of physical activity

Federal
nutrition
education
programs
(SNAP-Ed
and EFNEP)

Ask people to physically
engage in a question-andanswer: “Has anyone tried
to cut a cylindrical
vegetable, like a carrot, and
had it roll on the
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Adopt Evidence-based
Physical Activity
Programs
1. Discuss programming
need with your specialist
and other community
stakeholders
2. Identify and adapt
programs from evidencebased program
repositories (Harden et
al., 2020)
3. Advertise evidencebased effects of
participation on physical
activity levels
Implement physical activity Adopt programs targeting
PSEs including crosswalks both nutrition and physical
and pedestrian lanes to
activity behaviors, e.g.,
enhance walkability (Spear online tracking challenges
et al., n.d.), point of
(Harden et al., 2019), indecision prompts to
person older adult programs
increase stairway use (Balis (Balis et al., 2018; Wilson
& Strayer, 2019)
et al., 2018a; 2018b)
Include a 10-minute walk at Follow federal mandates
the beginning of nutrition
and adopt programs that
classes
include physical activity
experiences:
1. Eating smart, being
active (Auld et al., 2015)
Include PA in Less Than
10-minute Bouts
Lead participants through
brief, easy-to-learn exercise
routines (Auld et al., 2015)
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Program
Area

Reduce Sedentary Time
countertop? Stand up if you
have! See, you’re not alone;
most of us have had a carrot
roll a time or two. You can
sit back down. Guess what?
You just got a free squat!”
4-H
Incorporate physical
activity into project
workshops (i.e., walk
around a park while
practicing photography, do
bodyweight exercises
correlated to the number of
minutes a recipe must cook)
Agriculture 1. Demonstrate how to
break up sedentary time
(e.g., while operating a
tractor)
2. Discuss exercises that
will decrease chances of
injury while lifting,
bending, shoveling, and
doing everyday work on
the farm or ranch
3. Intentionally include a
walking portion of
crop/ranchland tours or
field days
Horticulture 1. Place program supplies
(e.g., Master
throughout the room
Gardeners)
(e.g., scissors and paper
supplies on one table and
soil and seeds on
another)
2. Lead participants
through a demonstration
first and then encourage
physical participation
whenever able (e.g.,
trimming trees,
controlling weeds/pests,
planning a garden)
3. Incorporate PA into all
classes and Master
Gardener sessions
throughout the entire
training course
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Include PA in Less Than
10-minute Bouts

Adopt Evidence-based
Physical Activity
Programs
2. Physical Activity
interventions listed in
the SNAP-Ed Toolkit
(U.S. Department of
Agriculture, 2019)

Plan meeting activities that
revolve around favorite
forms of physical activity
(e.g., tag, swimming, yard
games, sports) rather than
sedentary activities

Implement a 4-H healthy
meeting challenge
including 15 minutes of
physical activity (Balis &
Harden, 2019; Economos et
al., 2019; Folta et al., 2015)

Encourage participants to
try the exercises during
classes and afterward, and
help them understand the
benefits of increasing
physical activity in their
daily lives

Work with your specialist
to search evidence-based
program repositories and
adapt programs for
agricultural producer
audiences

1. Incorporate a session
into the Master Gardener
curriculum that covers
the physical activity
aspects and benefits of
gardening (e.g., PA
levels of tending of
ground-level garden
beds vs. elevated raised
garden beds)
2. Target safe PA
education towards the
elderly gardening
demographic that can be
implemented during
their daily care of the
garden

Leverage Master Gardeners
to implement a mentored
gardening intervention
addressing nutrition and
physical activity, such as
Harvest for Health (Blair et
al., 2013; Winkels et al.,
2020)
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Conclusion
Engaging in regular physical activity is an effective strategy in preventing chronic conditions,
including cardiovascular disease, stroke, and type 2 diabetes. The 2nd Edition of the Guidelines
can support Extension professionals to promote reducing sedentary time throughout Extension
programming, accumulating physical activity through less than 10-minute bouts, and using
evidence-based strategies to conduct programming. Each of these methods can be used across
Extension disciplines to integrate physical activity promotion throughout the system. Finally,
using the Interactive Systems Framework as a model, training and technical assistance are
recommended implementation strategies to build confidence and capacity.
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The Theoretical Influence of Praise Given to Teen Leaders at 4-H
Camp on Their Feelings of Contribution and Motivation
Ruth E. Wallace
Virginia Tech
Praise in the context of behavior-specific encouragement, positive reinforcement,
and recognition may provide a linkage in positive youth development to teen
leaders’ feelings of contribution and motivation at 4-H Camp. Existing literature
on praise in academic settings, combined with literature related to positive youth
development, organized camping programs, and 4-H, lends credibility to the
theory that there is an influence on teen attitudes and participation regarding
contributing to their community at 4-H Camp. Practical implications are
presented, along with suggestions for future research.
Keywords: positive youth development, praise, contribution, motivation, 4-H,
teen leaders
Introduction
4-H is a positive youth development program that strives to help youth gain skills that will last a
lifetime and enable them to function well in society. 4-H is a nonformal youth organization,
meaning that much of the learning takes place outside of the standard academic environment.
One of the signature 4-H programs in Virginia is 4-H Camp, where youth spend five days and
four nights exploring the outdoors at one of the American Camping Association-accredited 4-H
Educational Centers. Virginia 4-H Camps are structured so that in addition to the paid 4-H
Center program staff and Extension Agents, trained teen and adult volunteer leaders play an
integral part in camper supervision and program delivery.
This paper explores the potential for a relationship between the use of praise directed toward teen
leaders at 4-H Camp and their feelings of contribution and motivation. Praise in this context
refers to behavior-specific encouragement, positive reinforcement, and recognition. In a
literature review, there were no findings related to this specific subject. However, there is
research regarding praise in an academic setting, and there are direct linkages to using praise as a
part of positive youth development, as an indicator of youth program quality, and as an integral
part of the Essential Elements of 4-H. Tying these bodies of research together lends credibility to
the theory that there may be a connection between providing praise to teen leaders at 4-H Camp
and their feelings of contribution and motivation.
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In researching the subject, the author included search terms related to praise or recognition or
positive reinforcement, positive youth development, motivation, contribution or community
service or civic engagement, 4-H, 4-H Camp or camp or camping, teen leader, and teen or
teenager or adolescent or youth. Articles focusing on using praise as a tool to redirect undesirable
behaviors were excluded.
Basic Tenants of 4-H Youth Development
Positive youth development (PYD) is a set of practices that build on youth assets to help them
develop positive outcomes (Moore, 2017). These positive outcomes of youth development are
often characterized using the Five Cs model of positive youth development. This model is
comprised of characteristics of competence, confidence, character, caring, and connection
(Geldhof et al., 2015). Geldhof et al. (2015) indicated that youth will exhibit these Five Cs of
youth development when their strengths align with resources and opportunities in their
environment. Therefore, PYD professionals must build youth skill sets, provide opportunities for
youth to use those skills, nurture skills related to setting and achieving goals and self-regulation,
and improve opportunities for positive interactions. When the Five Cs are evident, it is thought
that they result in a sixth C, that of contribution, where youth give back in meaningful ways to
their communities (Geldhof et al., 2015; White et al., 2018).
4-H has a rich history of over 100 years working in the field of positive youth development even
before the term was coined. In 4-H, as in many other youth development organizations, program
leaders engage youth in activities where they feel a sense of belonging, generosity,
independence, and mastery. Originally termed the Circle of Courage (Brendtro et al., 2005), it is
known internally to 4-H as the Essential Elements of 4-H. These four components provide the
structure for PYD (Moore, 2017). However, for program leaders to fully develop these Essential
Elements, the elements must be packaged in a quality program.
Youth Program Quality (YPQ) involves four basic tiers of a pyramid, with each building the
foundation for the next successive tier. YPQ builds from providing a physically, psychologically,
and emotionally safe environment in the base tier to a supportive environment with active
engagement and skill-building in the second. Programs exhibiting quality characteristics from the
third tier provide opportunities for interaction, and in the fourth tier or pinnacle of the pyramid,
they fully engage youth in planning, making choices, and reflection (University of Minnesota
Extension [UMN Extension], 2013). The components of quality youth programs and the
Essential Elements of 4-H both embed intentionality in providing youth with encouragement and
recognition (Kress, 2014; UMN Extension, 2013). Praise for specific behaviors and actions
provides both.
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Praising Teen Leaders at 4-H Camp
4-H Camp Teen Leaders in Virginia are committed and have proven themselves to be
responsible role models. Teen leaders, who reflect diverse backgrounds and experiences, pay a
small fee to attend 4-H Camp. Not only do they commit to the week of 4-H Camp, where they
are on-duty during the approximately 17.5 waking hours and on-call during the nighttime hours,
but they also commit to approximately 24 or more hours of training before camp. They serve in
loco parentis at camp, providing supervision, guidance, and support in place of parents. Some are
proven leaders, while others are testing the waters where their leadership skills are concerned.
Typically, adults working with teen leaders do not give praise in the context of behavior
interventions but rather in the context of support related to encouragement and recognition. Teen
leaders at camp are under the supervision of adult volunteers, Extension Agents, and paid camp
staff. They lead groups of younger youth, help with classes, and supervise campers in the cabins
and during meals, recreation, and evening programs. However, these youth are also 4-H
members who are still developing skills of their own. They have developmental needs (Search
Institute, 2006), which caring adults in quality 4-H programs can help address. With the time
spent in training activities and other teen 4-H programs during the year, the adult volunteers and
Extension Agents often develop close working relationships and build camaraderie with the
teens. Taking time to recognize when these youth have done well and praising them for the
effort, skill improvement, handling of a situation, and achievement is a natural part of 4-H.
A few examples follow on to how to give behavior-specific praise to teen leaders at 4-H camp:
•

•

•

•

•

After observing a teen leader respond to a heated argument in the cabin: “I was
impressed with how you handled that tense situation by remaining calm and allowing
each camper to give her side of the story, while at the same time demanding that they
be respectful of you and each other.”
During nature class: “I can see that you are getting more comfortable helping the
campers find the macroinvertebrates in the stream. Your enthusiasm for the activity
really helps to encourage the campers to keep trying.”
During leathercraft class: “Your leathercraft skills have really progressed since
you’ve been helping with this class. You do very nice work. Would you like to teach
some of the texturing techniques you have mastered to the next group of campers?”
During free recreation: “You did a great job setting expectations of behavior and
reviewing the rules of the game before starting. That is so important in helping to
prevent potential problems.”
At flag-lowering: “Thank you for modeling such good etiquette and reminding the
campers around you about proper flag ceremony behavior.”
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Praise in Relation to Developmental Theories
The use of praise in high schools is most often associated with positive behavior interventions
and supports (PBIS) as an effective way to encourage desired behaviors while reducing
undesirable ones (Flannery & McGrath Kato, 2017). However, PBIS is not just a tool to
encourage positive behaviors among students who most need redirection. It is universal, with tier
one application involving all students (Flannery & McGrath Kato, 2017).
All youth need to be encouraged and supported; all youth need to feel valued (Search Institute,
2006). Teens are in a particular stage of development where building on their strengths can make
a significant impact on shaping their futures (Ciocanel et al., 2017). Providing praise to
adolescents is an integral part of many theories related to human development.
Maslow (1943) indicated that most individuals are motivated by many factors that influence their
behavior. He developed a Hierarchy of Needs with the first three stages (psychological needs,
safety needs, and love and belonging) classified as deficiency needs. The top stages in the
hierarchy (esteem and self-actualization) are classified as growth needs (Atkins & Harmon,
2016). Growth needs occur when basic needs are met and individuals are ready to do something
with their lives (Atkins & Harmon, 2016). Within Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, teenagers are
often at the stage of social and psychological needs where they seek companionship and are also
able to consider giving of themselves to help others (Atkins & Harmon, 2016). This desire to
make meaningful contributions, seek fulfillment, and experience personal growth fits what
Maslow termed a healthy man (Maslow, 1943). Stated another way, these behaviors describe an
individual motivated by a desire to reach his or her full capacity. Providing praise to 4-H Camp
teen leaders helps to fulfill the basic motivational need for esteem from others, and it helps to
give the teens recognition of their accomplishments.
Erikson’s stages of psychosocial development identify that adolescents are concerned about how
others view them. These teens “must apply the cognitive, decision making, and coping skills
learned thus far to different everyday situations and determine the social values necessary to
succeed in the adult world” (Darling-Fisher, 2018, p. 4). Providing praise to youth who are in the
process of forming their personal identities can help shape their perceptions of how others view
them and can support their confidence in themselves and their decisions.
The latest evolution of Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory of human development is viewed as a
Process-Person-Context-Time (PPCT) model (Rosa & Tudge, 2013). Bronfenbrenner focused on
the individual at the center of personal development but stressed that this development occurs in
the context of social relationships, interaction with the surrounding environment, and over the
scope of time. Looking at this theory in the context of 4-H Camp, 4-H teens develop, practice,
and hone life skills during the week of camp and in the intervening 51 weeks of the year as they
continue to grow. Interacting with campers, adults, Extension Agents, and camp staff, combined
with the unique camp setting, creates an optimum environment for personal development.
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Lerner et al. (2015) described positive youth development as a developmental process following
the Relational-Developmental-Systems paradigm (RDSP). In this paradigm, individual
development is seen as an interactive process with other individuals and the surrounding
environment (Lerner et al., 2015). Teens have the tools they need in terms of cognitive,
behavioral, and social-relational skills to actively influence their own development (Lerner et al.,
2015). 4-H Camp experiences enable teen leaders to test these skills and develop them more
fully. Caring adults working with them can provide coaching and recognition through the use of
behavior-specific praise. Each of these developmental theories supports the idea that providing
behavior-specific praise to teenagers may support their growth and development. Providing this
praise to 4-H Camp teen leaders may help them gain confidence and support their motivation as
they contribute to the 4-H camping program.
Praise as a Motivation Tool
In her study of how teens perceived praise from teachers in high school, Gurney (2015) found
evidence that praise is a source of motivation for many students and that the students preferred
receiving behavior-specific praise. Many students in the study also expressed appreciation that
the teachers took time to express praise. They valued this positive relationship, which motivated
them to do better (Gurney, 2015).
In a study of classroom teachers’ natural rates of praise for their students, Floress et al. (2018)
found that the most effective praise given by teachers was behavior-specific praise (detailing
what specific action the student did to warrant the praise) rather than general praise, such as
“good job” or “well done.” Haydon and Kroeger (2016) also stressed a guiding principle for
classroom management as the need for teachers to use behavior-specific praise to recognize
students.
Praise can occur publicly, where it can be heard by others, or privately, where only the intended
recipient is aware of it. Blaze et al. (2014) studied these two types of praise, termed loud and
quiet, respectively, to determine the effectiveness of praise and compare the two types. In their
study of four high school classrooms, they found a less than 1% difference between the
effectiveness of the two types of praise for increasing desired behaviors and decreasing
undesirable ones. They found that praise, regardless of the type given, increased positive
behaviors in their study by 31% and reduced negative behaviors by 20% (Blaze et al., 2014).
Fefer et al. (2016) also studied praise in high school classrooms and concluded that students
appreciated receiving both praise and rewards. They found that many students in their study
expressed a desire to receive more praise than what they actually did, also noting that the
students received less praise in high school than they had in elementary school (Fefer et al.,
2016). This reduction in the amount of praise given to high school students mimics findings from
Jenkins et al. (2015) in their literature review about teacher use of praise.
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Philossaint Wells (2018) studied factors motivating high school students and found one factor to
be nurturing relationships. Within the context of these relationships, teens expressed that verbal
encouragement from caring adults in their lives, such as parents and teachers, helped to motivate
them to succeed (Philossaint Wells, 2018). Praise can be a powerful factor in the lives of
developing adolescents.
Praise as it Relates to Teen Contribution
Hershberg et al. (2014) conducted a qualitative analysis of youths’ open-ended responses in the
4-H Study of Positive Youth Development (Lerner & Lerner, 2013). Study participants
expressed a strong sense of the importance of contribution with components of self, others, and
community. However, only some of the youth in the study were currently finding ways to
contribute (Hershburg et al., 2014).
Mainieri and Anderson (2015) recognized camp as a unique setting that could promote skills
related to future contribution and studied one particular camp program as an antecedent toward
youth civic engagement. In their review of the literature, four essential skills emerged for
successful civic engagement: collaboration, communication, critical thinking, and management
and leadership skills (Mainieri & Anderson, 2015). These are all skills that teen leaders hone at
4-H Camp while working in partnership with caring adults to deliver a quality camping
experience for younger youth. Although much of their research focused on parent-teen
relationships, Callina et al. (2014) found that parents and other important nonparental adults
could help promote civic engagement among adolescents through developing and maintaining
positive and trusting relationships with teens. Relationships, trust, skill-building, and recognition
of those skills through praise are all interconnected in the camping environment.
Theory of Connection Between Praise and Teen Feelings of Contribution and Motivation
Hershburg et al. (2014) found that teens viewed making connections with nonparental adults as
meaningful and that these connections helped them envision their future selves. The 4-H model,
incorporating the Essential Elements of 4-H into a quality youth program, and developing caring
and supportive relationships with 4-H members, provides the opportunity to develop meaningful
connections. These connections grow stronger as adults provide support and encouragement
through giving behavior-specific praise to teens when appropriate. It can motivate teens to push a
little harder and continue modeling and improving their developing leadership skills.
Teens have an ideological belief in contributing to others and their communities (Hershburg et
al., 2014). 4-H Camp provides an outlet for teens to make a positive contribution. The camp
environment is unique to youth development in that it provides a period of intense youth-adult
interaction with relatively low staff to youth ratios (Garst et al., 2016). In Virginia 4-H camping,
teen leaders build on the skills they have developed over their 4-H careers, including leadership,
teamwork, independence, positive self-image, confidence, caring for others, and more. They then
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employ these skills while contributing to the success of their 4-H camp week(s). Epley et al.
(2017) stated, “although camp counselors are expected to have at least a basic level of
competence, 4-H professionals must provide appropriate training and coaching to enhance these
teens’ development” (p. 52).
Coaching may take the form of support and encouragement through praise, which can help
motivate teen leaders to succeed in their assigned duties. Lawford and Ramey (2017) identified
the youth development components of initiative, self-esteem, and empathy for others as factors
in youth contribution. They linked youth contribution to initiative and described initiative as
motivation combined with the ability to progress toward a set goal (Lawford & Ramey, 2017).
Implications for Practice and Research
The Essential Elements of 4-H call for youth to feel a sense of belonging, generosity,
independence, and mastery. Giving praise ties into the Essential Elements of 4-H in that it
provides youth with an opportunity to establish connections (belonging), encourages responsible
citizenship (generosity), contributes to increased self-esteem and sense of purpose
(independence), and recognizes their developing skills (mastery). There are many ways for
caring adults interacting with youth to help them achieve these developmental relationships. If
praise is thought to influence youth feelings of contribution and motivation, and if praise is also a
tool that adults can use to provide support and recognition, then it naturally flows that giving
praise in the form of behavior-specific encouragement, positive reinforcement, and recognition is
to be encouraged.
For the youth development professional in the nonformal educational field, praise should be a
tool that is dispensed appropriately and in moderation so that it retains meaning and is not
overused. Praise is a significant component of positive youth development. It likely has direct
linkages to 4-H Camp teen leader feelings of contribution and motivation.
In their international study of cross-cultural youth development and measurement, Scales et al.
(2017) determined that positive youth development is best achieved when promoted holistically,
“across the ecological contexts of their lives, including families, schools, programs, and
communities” (p. 1,168). They emphasized that “investment in providing supports and
opportunities through which young people develop critical skills, attitudes, and other strengths is
a critical strategy to advance human well-being” (Scales et al., 2017, p. 1,146). Research has
documented that developmental assets are universally important for youth regardless of diversity
in race, ethnic background, socioeconomic status, geography, or culture (Scales et al., 2017),
although the strategies and supports to develop them may differ (Benson & Scales, 2018). These
developmental assets have a cumulative effect and contribute to youth thriving, with youth who
have fewer developmental assets being more likely to engage in risky behaviors. At the same
time, those who are developmentally asset-rich tend to exhibit healthy, prosocial behaviors and
express having a sense of purpose (Benson & Scales, 2018).
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In providing behavior-specific praise to teen leaders at 4-H Camp, the caring adults who work
with them can contribute to several of the developmental assets of youth identified by the Search
Institute. These assets, from the Search Institute (2006), include the following:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Receiving support from caring adults
Feeling valued by adults in the community
Being viewed as a useful resource with a contributing role in the community
Placing a high value on helping others
Being comfortable working with others of different backgrounds
Having a sense of purpose

Through contributing to teen positive youth development during the 4-H Camp experience,
caring adults can direct youth toward positive outcomes. This process often includes giving
praise in the form of support, encouragement, and recognition of specific behaviors or actions. In
theory, this praise-giving process may influence teens’ feelings of contribution and motivation.
Future research could explore this theory by investigating 4-H teen leaders’ perceptions related
to receiving praise and whether or not receiving praise (or lack thereof) has any impact upon
them.
Conclusion
Praise given in the context of behavior-specific encouragement, positive reinforcement, and
recognition may contribute to 4-H Camp teen leader feelings of motivation and contribution. The
use of praise in this fashion meshes with existing tenants of 4-H Youth Development inherent in
quality programs and incorporating the 4-H Essential Elements of belonging, generosity,
independence, and mastery. Although much of the current research regarding the effects of
praise upon teens is seated within the formal educational setting, there is a direct application to
its use in the nonformal 4-H Camp setting.
Praising youth has roots in many educational theories, including Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs,
Erikson’s stages of psychosocial development, and Bronfenbrenner’s ecological theory of human
development. The more recent Relational-Developmental-Systems paradigm also supports the
use of praise as individuals interact with each other inside the backdrop of a particular
environment. This praise, given by caring adults who the teens trust, can help reaffirm skills,
maintain positive trajectories, and reinforce the teens’ views on how others perceive them.
Providing praise to teen leaders at 4-H Camp is a natural fit within positive youth development.
Paid and volunteer Extension staff have a pivotal role in helping young people develop skills and
abilities that will stick with them the rest of their lives. Although there is limited research
relating the use of praise with teen leaders at 4-H Camp to their feelings of contribution and
motivation, existing literature on praise in academic settings, combined with literature related to
positive youth development, organized camping programs, and 4-H, lends credibility to the
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theory that there is an influence. This theory invites future research on the subject. Possible areas
of study include how 4-H Camp teens perceive praise, how praise is given, and the impact
receiving praise has upon them.
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As the vast majority of the population in the United States shifts to dwelling within
large population centers, it is necessary to examine the responsibility and role
that Cooperative Extension has to serve urban communities. Throughout its
history, the land-grant system, through Cooperative Extension, has demonstrated
the ability to impact the lives of individual citizens and communities positively.
Within this theoretical discussion, we illuminate Cooperative Extension’s
responsibility to serve urban communities in the 21st Century and highlight
essential milestones in the development of urban Extension throughout the past
100 years. Also, we explore the foundations and relevance of recently developed
urban Extension frameworks to the practice of urban Extension and outline a
process utilized to define urban for Cooperative Extension within {southern
state}. Finally, we conclude by examining examples of urban Cooperative
Extension initiatives and discussing their implications in broader social,
environmental, and health settings.
Keywords: Urban Extension, urban clusters, urban programming, urban
engagement
Introduction
The Cooperative Extension System, hereafter referred to as Extension, administered through our
nation’s land-grant universities, originated with the passage of the Smith-Lever Act of 1914
(Hillison, 1996; Olson, 2013). Fundamentally, Extension was created to educate and inform
community members regarding novel research in the areas of agriculture, home economics,
leadership, 4-H, economic development, and other related subjects. As one of the most
innovative educational models ever developed, Extension has long served as a community pillar,
delivering research-based information generated within the land-grant university system into
local communities, ultimately improving the quality of life for those served.
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The role of Extension has shifted over time. Initially, the focus of Extension was on
disseminating knowledge to rural populations, but with the major shift in population from rural
to urban areas in the past 100 years, Extension has adapted to the needs of serving urban
populations as well (Warner et al., 2017). The need for Extension to expand programming and
services offered in urban locales has never been greater. As of 2010, the U.S. Census Bureau
(2019a) reported that 80.7% of the U.S. population lived in urban (metropolitan) areas, and the
urban population growth trend is expected to continue.
Urban areas have unique needs and considerations that have not been accounted for in the
traditional rural Extension model. As such, modifications to programmatic delivery and how
Extension operates in urban environments must be considered as researchers have documented
that traditional rural programming is not as effective with urban audiences (Ruemenapp, 2017;
Warner et al., 2017). A primary difference between rural and urban audiences is that Extension
professionals serving urban communities work with large and diverse populations who may not
be aware of the role of Extension within the community. This creates unique challenges not
accounted for by rural Extension programming, who have been served extensively by Extension
(Paulsen, 1973).
Furthermore, some issues appear to be of greater concern to urban populations than rural
populations, such as affordable housing and poverty (Pew Research Center, 2018). Fehlis (1992)
argued that while rural and urban communities may face similar issues such as water quality and
waste management, the underlying causes of these issues differ within an urban context, creating
a unique need for different types and contexts of Extension resources and support. Recently,
there has been more focus placed on the unique needs of urban populations and how to better
serve urban audiences through Extension.
As urban populations grow, so do urban legislative representation in local, state, and federal
governments. Historically, Extension has depended upon the support of locally elected officials
to sustain the county presence and focus available resources on issues of greatest need. However,
Warner et al. (1996) reported that awareness and appreciation for Extension and its services were
decreasing among the population who elected these officials, thereby emphasizing the difference
in understanding of Extension between rural and urban citizens.
Warner et al. (2017) noted that today’s urban populations are an untapped, varied, and especially
salient sector of potential Extension clientele. Because the United States population has shifted
into a more urban landscape, those who represent Extension must focus attention on the
necessity for “urban” Extension and its ability to positively impact the lives of individuals.
Therefore, the purpose of this article is to provide a thorough discussion on the history of urban
Extension within the United States and to outline an approach to defining urban Extension areas
at the state level through a discussion of urban counties within Kentucky.
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Theoretical Discussion
Defining Urban and the Urban Context
The U.S. Census Bureau (2019a) identified urban areas as densely developed territories and
defined explicitly “Urbanized Areas” as geographic areas of 50,000 or more people and “Urban
Clusters” as geographic areas of 2,500 to 50,000 people. All other areas are considered rural. The
U.S. Department of Agriculture Economic Research Service (2019) developed Urban Influence
Codes to distinguish metropolitan and nonmetropolitan areas based on population size and
proximity to metro and micropolitan areas. These definitions are important to note in the context
of social migrations within the United States.
In the late 1800s to early 1900s, the population of the United States shifted from predominantly
rural to urban, and by 1920, more than half of the population lived in urban areas (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2019b). It is important to note that while there are varying definitions of urban, it is
apparent that a majority of the U.S. population lives in more populous areas.
Part of defining the meaning behind urban is also describing the urban context, or what makes
the urban audience and environment unique. According to Ruemenapp (2017), urban areas differ
from rural areas based on “the combination of social, demographic, political, and environmental
factors” (p. 12). Ruemenapp goes on to say urban areas also contain a diverse range of cultural
norms and beliefs. There is greater ethnic diversity in urban areas than in rural areas, and the
growth of diversity continues to climb at higher rates within metropolitan areas than in
nonmetropolitan areas (Lee & Hughes, 2015). In addition, urban areas are densely populated,
leading to the unique need of serving a larger number of individuals per intervention than in rural
communities.
Needs between rural and urban audiences are often similar; however, the context is different
between the two audiences (Fehlis, 1992). Drug addiction is seen as a significant problem in both
urban and rural settings, but urban residents were more concerned about crime, the quality of
public schools, affordable housing, and poverty than their rural counterparts (Pew Research
Center, 2018). To discover the needs of a specific urban area, it is necessary to also understand
the political, economic, and geographic factors of that area (Ruemenapp, 2017).
History of Urban Extension
After the passing of the Morrill Act of 1862, which created the land-grant university system and
the Smith-Lever Act of 1914, establishing the Cooperative Extension Services, little research
was conducted on the role of Extension in urban areas until the mid-1900s. The Association of
Land-Grant Colleges and Universities (ALGCU) Committee on Problems of Urban Educational
Extension (ALGCU, 1954) noted this shift in population from rural to urban areas and surveyed
Extension professionals to determine what services were currently being offered to urban
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populations. The ALGCU determined that Extension in most states served urban groups when
requested, but it was problematic for some agencies due to the lack of sufficient financial
resources, difficulty in adapting traditional Extension programming to meet the needs of the
urban population, and lack of trained staff to work with urban populations. The ALGCU found
that only a few states had designated personnel for serving urban populations. This report
demonstrated that while Extension agents were indeed serving urban populations, there were
many difficulties in providing quality programs targeted at the unique needs of this population
(ALGCU, 1954).
In 1966, the Ford Foundation published a report on their experiences in early urban extension
efforts recognizing the traditional role of Extension was not sufficient in serving the rapidly
growing and changing urban population. The Ford Foundation reported that they recognized the
need for urban Extension efforts and offered grants for programs addressing the unique issues of
urban populations, including low-income families lacking education, health care, and housing,
and for the improvement of problems in the physical environment in urban areas (Ford
Foundation, 1966). The initial grants provided the foundation for some of the first formal urban
Extension programs. In 1968, a joint USDA and National Association of State Universities and
Land-Grant Colleges Extension Study Committee (1968) made similar recommendations for
Extension to increase its commitment to urban areas and increase the range of its programming
to more adequately address the broad range of social and economic problems of the nation.
A survey of state Extension administrators conducted by Paulson (1973) found that 98% of state
Extension administrators who participated in this survey fully or partially validated the
effectiveness of the “Extension Model” and methodology in addressing urban issues. Paulson
also identified existing barriers that limited Extension’s ability to make an effective impact on
these issues. He noted the following:
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)
7)

Personnel were not oriented toward urban problems,
Unwillingness to adapt organizationally to meet urban needs,
The delivery system needs major adjustment to reach urban audiences,
The research base for building urban models was very fragmented,
Heterogeneity of urban population,
The public image of Extension was mainly agricultural, and
Sheer volume of the urban audience made it difficult for Extension to address given
limited resources (Paulson, 1973).

An examination of these seven challenges draws a dramatic contrast to rural communities where
Extension has demonstrated its ability to successfully address communities’ needs and issues.
What followed in the next thirty years was a broader expansion of Extension services to address
changing societal issues to better serve the urban population. Program funding was applied to a
broader variety of urban programming, including urban gardening and nutrition education
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(Steele, 1981). In Texas, an urban initiative was implemented to address the growing needs of
urban populations and focused on developing urban faculty, creating educational programs
targeted at the urban population, and involving urban leaders in program development (Fehlis,
1992). As Extension in the urban sector began to rise in popularity, a National Extension Urban
Task Force was developed to focus on urban Extension efforts (CSREES, 1996). In this report,
CSREES defined goals of urban Extension, including
1) Expanding resources to support urban Extension;
2) Developing partnerships with agencies, groups, and organizations sharing a standard
urban vision;
3) Increasing Extension professionals and organization’s urban knowledge base;
4) Raising awareness of urban issues and defining the role of Extension; and
5) Advocating for urban policy issues through educating and informing key decisionmakers.
While these goals were clearly communicated, the current National Urban Extension Leaders
(NUEL), a group of administrators working in metropolitan areas in the United States, criticized
the recommendations (NUEL, 2015), and they were never fully implemented. This led to
continual experimentation of models by state Extension systems.
Frameworks for Urban Extension
In recent years, frameworks for urban Extension have appeared in the literature. Through a
historical literature review analysis, NUEL identified four themes of focus for urban Extension:
positioning, programs, personnel, and partnerships (Fox et al., 2017). The NUEL framework
provided literature-based recommendations relevant to the future of urban Extension. Fox et al.
summarized this framework stating Extension needs to be positioned by communicating the role
and value of Extension at various levels, and programs need to be research-based and consider
the specific needs of urban areas. The framework also suggested that urban Extension personnel
should be culturally competent, skilled employees that are trusted resources within communities,
and partnerships should be made with organizations and key decision-makers to share resources
for collective impact (Fox et al., 2017). The NUEL (2015) framework suggested a call to action
that Extension needed a significant presence in cities and metropolitan areas, providing culturally
appropriate, research-based, community-centered educational initiatives to ensure the future of
Extension.
Apparent from this framework, the role of Extension is changing within the United States and
adapting to the growing needs of the urban population. To achieve the call to action in the
changing landscape of Extension, NUEL (2015) outlined six goals for the National Urban
Extension Initiative:
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1) Create a substantial presence in cities and metropolitan areas and ensure a viable
future by responding to the demographic trend of urbanization.
2) Create a wide range of partnerships/collaborations at a multitude of levels with
organizations where roles are distinct, yet missions are aligned, and where visibility,
credit, and resources are shared.
3) Develop programming and other urban Extension initiatives that are transdisciplinary
in nature, meet the needs of urban residents, and address the issues of urban
communities.
4) Create authentic professional development activities to address the needs of extension
personnel in urban areas.
5) Examine how current funding structures are utilized and how existing funding lines
can be transformed or created from idea generation, dialogue, and fresh innovations
to ensure they are more inclusive and complimentary.
6) Empower urban advocates internally, within such groups as ECOP, USDA-NIFA,
and NEDA, and externally that support NUEL’s acknowledged purpose of advancing
the strategic importance and long-term value of urban Extension activities by being
relevant locally, responsive statewide, and recognized nationally (NUEL, 2019, pp.
3–7).
Another recent urban Extension framework was developed several years ago in Florida. Warner
et al. (2017) from the University of Florida Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences
(UF/IFAS) formed a task force of Extension professionals to develop an urban Extension
strategic plan using a modified Delphi and strategic adaptive management format. The UF/IFAS
task force also developed a mission statement for urban Extension stating, “to develop
knowledge in human, natural, and agricultural resources and to make that knowledge accessible
in metropolitan regions to sustain and enhance the quality of human life” (Warner et al., 2017, p.
4). Some of the urban Extension goals described by Warner et al. included supporting the
positive development of urban youth, strengthening urban community resources, empowering
urban populations to build healthy lives and achieve socioeconomic success, protecting urban
water, and conserving energy and Florida’s urban natural resources and environment. Using a
modified Delphi process, Warner et al. developed a strategic plan with 29 essential elements,
each with key outcomes grouped into four frameworks: institutional framework, Extension
resources framework, partnership framework, and implementation framework. The framework
developed by these researchers added to the continued development of urban Extension
programming across the United States.
Current Urban Extension Initiatives
As previously mentioned, while some underlying aspects and the overall process by which urban
Extension is facilitated are fundamentally different than rural Extension, the broad programmatic
foci of both rural and urban Extension work are quite similar (Fehlis, 1992). To illustrate, one
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current focus of urban Extension is to create programs that enhance agriculture in urban areas.
There have also been many examples of positive youth development adapted to suit the needs of
urban populations. Some Extension professionals have used the traditional concepts of Extension
programming to serve urban populations with success, while others have departed from the
traditional model by adopting innovative approaches.
For urban agriculture Extension efforts, it has been suggested that programs should be created to
address market gardening, caring for urban livestock, soil testing, business management and
marketing, community development, and educating nonfarmers, informing them of the critical
role agriculture plays in urban areas (Reynolds, 2011). Reynolds suggested that some groups
may need more help when developing these efforts than others because of economic status, level
of education, access to technology, or inequalities. In one example, California Extension agents
created initiatives focused on agriculture and incorporated existing Extension programs (e.g.,
4-H) to target urban audiences. California’s urban agriculture Extension efforts consisted of five
full-time personnel employed by University of California Cooperative Extension (UCCE) with
some portion of their work dedicated to urban agriculture, including nutrition, leadership, youth
development, support for horticultural production, and natural resource management (Diekmann
et al., 2017). Many of these urban Extension efforts focus on urban agriculture and food systems,
including on-farm food safety training programs and Master Gardener programs.
There are many examples of youth urban Extension efforts in the literature. University of
Connecticut Extension developed Tools for Healthy Living to educate urban youth on how to
foster a healthy home environment and advocate for healthy homes (Bothell et al., 2017). Cornell
University Cooperative Extensive in New York City implemented several strategies for working
within urban areas, including a partnership with Juntos, a 4-H program for Latino students
(Tiffany, 2017). The Stronger Kids, Stronger Communities program was created to serve urban
Latino youth. (Bovitz et al., 2018). Through the implementation of this program, Extension
professionals discovered that standard 4-H programming created unique challenges, such as
logistical issues and language and cultural differences. Bovitz et al. (2018) discovered that
through building trust and key partnerships within the community and altering traditional
approaches to 4-H programming, they were better able to meet the needs of the Latino youth
population. It is important to note that while traditional youth 4-H programming can often be
adapted to urban settings, changes may need to be made in the delivery and implementation of
these programs to best suit the needs of urban youth.
Some urban Extension initiatives have continued to utilize traditional Extension concepts and
applications but apply these concepts to contemporary urban issues. Obropta (2017) of Rutgers
University described creating an urban Extension program to address combined sewer overflow
issues with green infrastructure by developing a community-based green infrastructure initiative.
Obropta detailed the program development, which included educating the public on the issue,
providing technical support to community members advocating for change to community
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leaders, and educating municipal officials, environmental commissioners, and public works
directors. Obropta (2017) concluded that using a traditional Extension model of community
engagement successfully generated funding and created an impactful program in an urban area.
Other urban Extension efforts are departing from the traditional Extension program-based model
and changing to a “project-based” model. Washington State University created a Metropolitan
Center for Applied Research and Extension, a subject-matter center, that conducts time-bound,
extramurally-funded, deliverable project-based Extension (as opposed to the traditional programbased model) to strengthen communities through innovating, collaborating, conducting actionoriented research, and Extension outreach (Gaolach et al., 2017). Gaolach et al. described the
center’s primary purposes as strengthening the local communities in Puget Sound through
research, innovation, and outreach that sustains local economics and supports government and
nonprofit organizations in the region.
It is apparent there are a wide variety of foci and methods for outreach within current urban
Extension efforts. Some current urban Extension efforts focus more on providing traditional
youth development or agriculture Extension services tailored to the needs of the urban
population. Other efforts are applying concepts from traditional Extension to create programs to
impact urban environmental issues. Diverging from the traditional Extension programming, other
Extension professionals have created innovative “project-based” models to serve the needs of the
urban population. Because of the wide variety of issues that the urban landscape presents, it will
be difficult for urban Extension professionals to provide adequate outreach for all concerns
within urban populations. In addition, while traditional programming may be effectively applied
within an urban landscape, these programs have often required adaptation to meet the needs of a
large and diverse urban population. The needs of one urban area may differ substantially from
the needs of another urban area; thus, it is essential for urban Extension professionals to conduct
a thorough needs assessment of the specific urban area they are serving.
Urban Extension and the “Bigger Picture”
At its core, urban Extension programming can make social impacts. One of the focus areas for
the NUEL is to strengthen communities through enhancing the quality of life for community
residents (NUEL, n.d.). By promoting urban Extension efforts and promoting communitystrengthening initiatives, urban Extension programs can strengthen urban communities.
Demonstrating this, the social impacts that were most frequently documented in the literature
included youth development opportunities, improving land access, building social capital and
enhancing community development, and creating opportunities for cross-generational and crosscultural interactions (Surls et al., 2015).
It has been suggested that Extension plays a critical role in promoting the health of the U.S.
population through research and educational programs that highlight nutrition and exercise
(Henning et al., 2014). Programs like Tools for Healthy Living that provide health education for
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urban youth can promote health; this particular program increased the youth’s understanding of
environmental health hazards and how to decrease these risks within their homes (Bothell et al.,
2017). Surls et al. (2015) noted that health impacts were commonly reported in the urban
agriculture literature, and some urban agriculture programs have led to increased consumption of
fruits and vegetables, improved food access and security, and improvements to health and wellbeing. With many preventable diseases present in the U.S. population, urban Extension becomes
vital in educating the public on healthy practices.
With an increasing world population and environmental changes occurring, it has been suggested
that Extension plays an important role within outreach and engagement in environmental
protection. NUEL suggested that protecting the environment by sharing scientific knowledge and
technical support to urban communities is one of the key focus areas for urban Extension efforts
(NUEL, n.d.). In addition, Henning et al. (2014) suggested that Extension must, considering the
issue of climate change, promote the preservation and protection of natural resources through
education. UF/IFAS Extension emphasized the importance of natural resources in their urban
Extension mission statement and created goals to enhance and protect urban water, enhance and
conserve urban natural resources and environmental quality, and conserve energy in urban
regions (Warner et al., 2017). Promoting environmental conservation is important within urban
Extension practice because through education of the public on these crucial issues, Extension can
make significant impacts on the environment.
Several examples of urban Extension programs that can impact the environment, improve public
health, enrich youth, and strengthen communities have been reported, yet there are few findings
within the literature that provide evaluative data to support these claims. One area for
improvement is evaluating and reporting the impact of urban Extension initiatives within urban
communities. If we can better understand if and how these initiatives impact urban communities,
Extension professionals will be better able to provide evidence-based impactful initiatives.
How Kentucky Approached Defining Urban
As mentioned, a primary purpose of this article was to outline an approach to defining urban
Extension areas at the state level. The following discussion will center on the process of defining
urban, which will then be demonstrated through the application of this process within the state of
Kentucky.
Kentucky Cooperative Extension agents reported a unique need for promoting initiatives within
urban areas across the commonwealth. Early in the planning process, Extension leaders within
Kentucky wanted to identify counties to implement urban initiatives and training for Extension
professionals working with urban populations. The goal was to identify the counties that were
considered the most urban within the state. Several techniques and approaches were taken to
classify the most urban counties, but the following approach utilizing U.S. Census data was the
most effective at generating a small inclusive list of the core urban counties across the state.
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The Process of Defining Urban
The U.S. Census Bureau (2019a) identified urban areas as densely developed territories of
residential, commercial, and nonresidential land settled by at least 2,500 people. The Census
Bureau further classified urban areas as “Urbanized Areas,” geographic areas of 50,000 or more
people, and “Urban Clusters,” geographic areas of 2,500 to 50,000 people.
To establish which counties in Kentucky were considered most urban, data was gathered from
the 2010 U.S. Census that provided percentages of county populations living in urban areas,
Urbanized Areas, Urban Clusters, and rural areas. Because Urbanized Areas by definition
contain more than 50,000 people in a geographic area, these areas are considered the most urban.
The counties in Kentucky were analyzed, and those with a majority of their population living in
urbanized areas (>50%) were considered the most urban counties in Kentucky. These counties
include Jefferson, Fayette, Kenton, Boone, Campbell, Oldham, Boyd, Daviess, Bullitt, Warren,
Hardin, Henderson, and Greenup (see Figure 1).
Figure 1. Kentucky Counties Defined as Urban by Kentucky Cooperative Extension

This technique gathered the most inclusive set of counties considered most urban in Kentucky. If
a list was created of the most urban counties of the state solely based on the population size of
the largest town or city within a county, key urban counties might be excluded. Many counties in
large metropolitan areas may not contain one large city but are made up of multiple smaller
towns and cities directly adjacent to each other and densely populated. For example, Campbell
County, Kentucky, is one of the counties included within the urban area of Cincinnati, OH-KYIN. This county consists of multiple smaller towns of 5,000-20,000 people. If only counties with
the state’s largest cities were included in Urban Extension efforts, this county would be excluded
because it does not contain one large city. However, when evaluating the Census data, Campbell
County contains over 90,000 people, with over 80% of the population living in an Urbanized
Area; therefore, this county is considered one of the most urban counties of Kentucky.
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Conclusions and Implications for Extension
As the population of the United States has shifted from rural to urban, unique community issues
have arisen. Extension professionals have long served the needs of rural communities, but in the
mid to late-1900s, there was a shift to recognize the needs of urban communities. Advances have
been made in the field of urban Extension, especially in the past ten years with the development
of frameworks to guide urban Extension initiatives and an increase in the number and type of
programs and projects developed for urban populations.
While many advances have been made in the field of urban Extension, there is still much to be
done. The populations within today’s urban areas are often remarkably diverse; with this
diversity comes the need for culturally relevant engagement and programming. Moreover, how is
Extension handling recruiting and marketing in urban areas? One important way to reach new
and diverse audiences is to employ individuals that come from those specific communities.
Looking forward, we recommend that Extension focus more heavily on recruiting future
Extension agents from the same urban communities in which it strives to serve.
Research is another vital area that needs focus to continue making advances in urban Extension.
There have been few publications describing specific urban Extension programs or projects that
have had their efficacy and outcomes evaluated with sound research practices. It is important to
note that many urban Extension programs were presented in the literature, but few discussed the
evaluation and efficacy of these programs (Diekmann et al., 2011; Gaolach et al., 2017;
Reynolds, 2011; Tiffany, 2017). The dissemination of evaluative information on urban Extension
programs, including successful and nonsuccessful aspects, could help provide the foundation for
other research-based urban Extension programs. The practice of urban Extension can make a
positive impact on broader societal issues, but urban Extension programming must be relevant to
the needs of a specific urban community and research-based to make the most significant impact.
By using the frameworks suggested in the literature (Fox et al., 2017; NUEL, 2015; Warner et
al., 2017) and assessing the needs of a local urban community, urban Extension programs and
projects can be created and evaluated to help serve the unique needs of urban populations.
Regardless of how Extension administration identifies urban areas within their own state, a
further consideration should be how Extension agents self-identify. Extension agents within
more urbanized areas often operate differently; for example, due to larger populations within the
urban setting, urban Extension agents may consider themselves more conveners of various
groups rather than those conveying expert knowledge for the county. Having administration
united with on-the-ground educators allows for these agents to be valued according to the actual
work they are doing within their communities and allows for more consistency in how urban
areas and issues are valued, addressed, and resolved.
But will past and present work to enhance the relevancy of Extension in urban communities have
the desired impact? Young and Vavrina (2014) noted a 1988 survey by Clemson University
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Extension of the South Carolina legislature, which found only 11% understood Extension to have
an educational focus (Miller, 1988). What’s more, a 1995 national survey by Warner et al.
(1996) found that while public consciousness regarding Extension has remained high, utilization
of Extension services continues to decline. This study also showed lower usage among those in
the Northeast and West, those in urban communities, younger age groups, and those who had
lower education and income levels.
Loibl et al. (2010) conducted a follow-up to the work by Warner et al. (1996) and found that only
20% of respondents were familiar with Extension programs and services. As in the 1996
nationwide survey, awareness was lower among younger respondents, those with lower incomes,
and those in more urban areas (Young & Vavrina, 2014). There continues to not only be a need
for additional urban Extension efforts to be developed, but energy should also be put into clearly
communicating and marketing the positive impact Extension has within urban settings.
If Extension is to gain understanding and appreciation for its urban work, Young and Jones
(2017) noted that a “cookie-cutter approach to what has been sufficient in rural communities will
not suffice in urban counties” (p. 155) because there are so many more people to be served with
different issues to be addressed. In addition, while the overall curricular foci of Extension
programs in rural and urban areas can be similar, the process of facilitating and overall structure
of urban programming must be different.
For Extension agents working in more urban locales, convening rather than serving as the
community expert is one way to address the varied needs of urban areas. Other underlying issues
– such as the diverse cultures found within many urban communities, an increased number of
community organizations addressing similar concerns, and a lack of Extension recognition – are
all potential issues unique to urban areas which should be considered when developing
appropriate, innovative urban programming.
Warner et al. (2017) reported that it is important to understand that urban Extension and rural
Extension are not discrete systems. Fundamentally, both settings are slightly different; their
unique audiences, issues, and contexts should be considered when developing programming.
Nonetheless, as Warner et al. (2017) concluded, “Extension must serve audiences of both types
to uphold the land-grant mission” (p. 1). Part of the challenge of adding urban Extension efforts
within states is the lack of a consistent definition of urban. While defining urban areas seems
quite straightforward, the individual states clearly understand how these areas operate within
their own state. With additional states choosing to define their own urban areas, more consistent
efforts can be developed and tailored to that state’s urban needs. The method of defining the
most urban counties within a state using Census Bureau data, as presented in this manuscript,
could provide a framework for other states trying to define the counties they wish to target for
their urban Extension efforts.
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The last decade has seen an effort by Extension professionals to focus on urban issues. The work
of NUEL (2019) is important, and the National Framework for Urban Extension should be
adapted for use in every state. By universally applying this framework, a consistent
understanding of the Extension mission and the impacts of local educators, agents, and statelevel specialists will become better appreciated in our urban communities.
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The purpose of this cross-sectional study was to understand the perceptions
Extension professionals have about healthy food retail programs (HFRPs).
Family and Consumer Science (FCS) agents from one state in the southeastern
United States were interviewed about their definitions of HFRPs, what challenges
and benefits existed, and strategies for successful HFRP implementation.
Participants reported that HFRPs would bring immense benefits to their
communities, including expanding the recognition of Extension. However, one
specific suggestion that was identified was hands-on training needed before
initiating HFRPs, particularly on strategies for relationship development with
retail store owners.
Keywords: food environment, Extension programs, healthy food retail, Extension
agent
Background
Modifying food environments have been studied as one approach to addressing the obesity
epidemic in the United States, specifically supported by Bronfenbrenner’s Socioecological
Model (SEM) and Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) (Bandura, 1977; Bronfenbrenner,
1989; Hall, 2018; Hill & Peters, 1998). These theories posit that relationships exist between
environments and behaviors, and modifications in these environments may bolster individual
behavior change. The food environment, which encompasses both the community and consumer
environments, is one component of an individual’s built environment. Community food
environments are defined as food establishments accessible to an individual in a given
geographical area. The consumer food environment is comprised of the food items available for
acquisition at a food establishment (Glanz, 2009). Promotion of healthier food items (such as in
Direct correspondence to Christopher T. Sneed at csneed@utk.edu
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grocery stores and small stores) have shown promising results in modifying both consumer and
community food environments as well as improving dietary behaviors, which has the potential to
decrease the risk for chronic disease (Cheadle, 1991; Morland et al., 2006; Powell et al., 2007;
Steeves et al., 2014, 2015).
Healthy food retail programs (HFRPs) are one mechanism for promoting healthy food item
purchases in food environments. Use of HFRPs as a means of obesity intervention research is
common, with typical HFRPs including environment assessment, behavioral economic
techniques, social marketing, and direct nutrition education programs to promote healthier food
items (Ammerman et al., 2017; Downs et al., 2009; Gittelsohn et al., 2013; Glanz et al., 2012).
Ammerman and colleagues outlined how these approaches may work with the Supplemental
Nutrition Assistance Programs Education (SNAP-Ed), including utilization of choice architecture
(i.e., healthier choices at eye level or on end caps), incorporation of cues to healthier food items
(i.e., visually appealing areas/lighting for healthier food items), introduction of hyperbolic
discounting for produce (i.e., stores offering free healthier food items as snacks for children
while parents are shopping), and/or reduction of cognitive overload (i.e., floor signs to point
shoppers to produce aisle) as key techniques to promote healthier food purchases in retail
settings. The use of cues or nudges to buy healthier products has been commonly used in obesity
prevention research; however, newer ideas of bundling food items to create a meal and placing
this on an end cap with a recipe card is a bit more novel (Ammerman et al., 2017). Some
research has indicated that HFRP interventions may positively impact dietary behaviors and
eating patterns by using shelf-labeling, increasing customer purchases of healthier food items,
and combining multiple methods of intervention (Adam & Jensen, 2016; Cameron et al., 2016)
Partnership with Extension as a means for implementing HFRPs is appropriate given Extension’s
mission to connect research to communities through outreach and evidence-based programming
(Clark et al., 2017; Franz et al., 2014). Further, healthy food retail environments and consumer
access to healthy food items have been a focus of Extension outreach nationally with a drive to
increase programming with a Policy, Systems, and Environments (PSE) approach. Extension
may be an especially appropriate avenue for educating the consumer about healthier food items
via environmental and policy changes in local retail environments because of strong community
connections. (Clark et al., 2017; Hamm & Bellows, 2003; McGuirt et al., 2018). For example,
some states have worked with SNAP-Ed educators to assess healthy retail environments and
pilot HFRPs that seek to increase healthy food availability in local stores (Anderson-Steeves et
al., 2019; DeWitt & Byrd, 2018; Dobson et al., 2019; Tran et al., 2017). Before the partnership
between rural Alabama convenience stores and Alabama Extension educators, the availability of
healthier food items in stores was only 10 items per store on average. After the partnership
program, there was an average of 34 items per store, with nearly 4,100 customers being reached
each day (Tran et al., 2017). Research from Houghtaling et al. (2019) indicated that SNAPauthorized retailers perceived that labeling healthier food items and increasing access to healthier
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food items at high-volume locations within the store were reasonable methods that would likely
increase consumer purchase of these items.
Despite the potential benefit of these programs, limited research exists about Extension agents’
understanding of HFRPs and their perceived challenges and pathways to implementing these
programs. Clark et al. (2017) noted that Extension educators might not implement HFRPs
because they do not feel prepared, suggesting a gap may exist between traditional direct delivery
methods and the use of newer PSE approaches. Further, recent research from Haynes-Maslow et
al. (2018) indicated that common HFRP settings such as supermarkets or grocery stores are less
common sites that SNAP-Ed staff have implemented PSE approaches. Therefore, we undertook
this study to better understand the perceptions of Extension professionals who did not have a
history of implementing HFRPs. Our objectives were to
•
•

Describe Extension agents’ understanding of HFRPs and
Determine Extension agents’ perceived benefits and challenges of implementing
HFRPs.
Method

This study included online interviews with Family and Consumer Science (FCS) agents in
Tennessee. The study was approved by the University of Tennessee Institutional Review Board.
Participants
The research team obtained a list of all FCS agents (n = 88) working in Tennessee. The lead
researcher and state specialist then contacted the Extension agents via email to introduce the
study. The initial email included a link to a secure screening survey with an online consent form,
followed by a brief demographic questionnaire that included age, gender, race/ethnicity,
educational level, zip code, Extension role, length of time working as an Extension agent, the
names of the counties and/or cities where they currently were spending most of their time
working, and previous experience implementing HFRPs.
The research team confirmed study eligibility from the demographics survey. To be eligible for
the study, participants had to meet the following criteria: (a) employed as an Extension agent in
the state of Kentucky at the county level, (b) 18 years or older, (c) English-speaking, and (d) no
previous experience with implementing HFRPs. No previous experience with HFRPs was
defined as no role in the development, implementation, or evaluation of HFRPs as an FCS agent
was included as an inclusion criterion because the goal of this research was to understand why
some Extension agents were not engaging in HFRP implementation. Thirty individuals were
eligible for the study.
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All 30 individuals were invited via email twice to schedule a time for the survey. Seventy
percent (n = 21) responded to the email invitations. Of the 21, two individuals were deemed
ineligible to participate in the study based on their previous experience with HFRPs. Of those
eligible (n = 19), 16 interviews were completed, resulting in a 53.3% response rate.
Qualitative Study Design and Theoretical Framework
This study employed a descriptive case study approach with a pragmatic methodology (Dewey,
1985; Merriam, 1998). A case study approach, as described extensively by Merriam (1998) and
Stake (1995), was chosen to relate the unique and nuanced experiences of FCS agents in one
state concerning HFRPs. Merriam described the case study as a single unit with boundaries,
noting that it is often holistic and intensive in nature, seeking to describe and understand the
uniqueness of a phenomenon of that bounded unit. Thus, the authors chose to define our “case”
for this study as Extension Family and Consumer Science agents working in one state with no
previous experience with HFRPs. For analysis, the authors further employed a pragmatic
approach by acting as a “bricoleur” to mix qualitative methodologies and methods to better
answer the research question. This often included the use of semi-structured interviews (not
typically utilized in the case study approach) and thematic methods of analysis to interpret and
re-interpret data as needed (Kincheloe, 2011; Lincoln & Denzin, 2003).
Description of the Interviews
The pragmatist methodology allowed flexibility based on the context of the particular research
question as well as the queries of state Extension specialists wanting to know more about HFRPs
in local communities. The authors developed interview questions (Table 1) based on the specific
project goals, expert input, and a review of the HFRP literature (Clark et al., 2017; DeWitt &
Byrd, 2018; McGuirt et al., 2018; Tran et al., 2017). Questions for the interview included
definitions of HFRPs, potential challenges and benefits to implementation in their community,
necessary training components, and ways to incorporate HFRPs in their current work. Questions
were asked in a semi-structured manner, allowing for additional probing and questions based on
participants’ responses during the session to allow for more in-depth responses (Frey & Fontana,
1991; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Roulston, 2010). Questions were then reviewed by two
nutrition faculty, two SNAP-Ed specialists, and two nutrition graduate students for clarity and
content as a form of internal validity (Merriam, 1998).
Interviews were conducted electronically using an online conferencing software in August and
September 2018. The interviewer was a doctoral student trained in both community nutrition and
qualitative research; however, the interviewer was not employed by Extension and had no prior
relationship with participants. Interviews were audio and video recorded, with the interviewer
obtaining verbal consent to record before the start of each interview. Recordings were used for
transcribing all interviews verbatim. After each interview was transcribed and verified by a
second researcher for accuracy, all recordings were destroyed.
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Table 1. HFRP Semi-Structured Interview Script
Interview Questions
Introductory Questions
1. Can you tell me about the types of programs you do in your community?
2. In the past, what types of trainings for implementing programs have been helpful?
a. What methods of training do you prefer?
b. Probes: written plans, hybrid between in-person and through Zoom, online trainings
through learning platform, videos
Questions Specific to HFRPs
1. What comes to mind when you hear the words healthy food retail program?
2. How comfortable would you be with doing a healthy retail program in your county?
3. What would be some benefits of having a healthy food retail program in your community?
4. What are the challenges/barriers that could interfere with starting a healthy retail program in
your community?
a. Probe: Cost, safety, environment, facilities, time, partnership, buy-in from community,
readiness, resources, access, etc.
5. How could healthy food retail programming be incorporated into the work you are already
doing?
6. What support would be necessary from the regional or state level to implement a healthy retail
program in your community?
7. Is there anything that you would recommend including in healthy retail training programs for
an Extension professional?
a. Probe: Pulling store owner, store terminology
8. What resources would you need to successfully implement an HFRP in your community?
a. Probe: educational, incentive, human, financial

Data Analysis
Data were analyzed in a multi-stage, inductive, iterative process (Srivastava & Hopwood, 2009).
The lead researcher reviewed the transcripts to develop an initial codebook. Thereafter, the
codebook was updated iteratively during all stages of data analysis by the research team. The
codebook was used to define codes, including levels and subcategories, and serve as a guide for
the research team during analysis (MacQueen et al., 1998). Two researchers were then trained in
the analysis protocols and instructed to analyze two interviews to test for inter-rater reliability,
meeting a goal of greater than 80% agreement (Seale & Silverman, 1997). Quantitative analysis
of the demographics was analyzed using JMP v.14. The two trained coders used NVivo to code
independently; then, the coding team met weekly during the analysis process to discuss codes,
add to the codebook, and resolve discrepancies once their codes were merged in the software.
First cycle coding mechanisms included descriptive, process, values, and evaluative coding.
After first cycle coding, code mapping was conducted in an Excel spreadsheet followed by
focused and pattern coding as second cycle techniques in NVivo. Codes were categorized and
analyzed using hierarchical maps, code landscaping, and coding matrices within interview
question themes (Saldaña, 2015). After the two-coder team completed all data analysis and
created an interpretation of the study results, a third reviewer, independent of the data collection
and analysis process, reviewed all analysis processes, qualitative data, and results to ensure
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appropriate categorization and that themes reflected original data sources. The third reviewer
also provided feedback to the two-coder team for revisions to the analysis and interpretation.
Results
Demographics
The participants from the interviews were primarily white (87.5%), English-speaking only
(100%), female (93.7%), and had worked for Extension for 0-5 years (37.5%). See Table 2.
Table 2. Characteristics of Extension Professionals Interviewed (n = 16)
Characteristic
Years in Extension
0-5 years
6-10 years
11-20 years
21 or more years
Highest level of education
Baccalaureate Degree
Advanced Degree
Gender
Male
Female
Race
White (non-Hispanic)
Black (non-Hispanic)
Hispanic or Latino
Biracial

Count (%)
6 (37.5)
2 (12.5)
5 (31.3)
3 (18.7)
4 (25)
12 (75)
1 (6.3)
15 (93.7)
14 (87.5)
0 (0)
1 (6.3)
1 (6.3)

Understanding of HFRPs by Extension Agents
Qualitative data that addressed the first objective of this study, to determine Extension agents’
(who are not involved in implementing HFRPs) understanding of HFRPs, are included in Table
3. Themes centered around each participant’s definition of HFRPs and/or how they viewed
potentially implementing one of these programs in their county, including themes relating to how
HFRPs, as a PSE approach, would require a different form of delivery than traditional direct
education programs. Overall, participants had varying definitions of HFRPs and what key
components would be. Only two participants identified HFRPs as PSE strategies, discussing
environmental and policy changes within retail locations as appropriate approaches to include.
Both participants also connected HFRPs to the SEM. The term “retail” was also difficult for
many participants as they asked the interviewer to describe what type of retail outlet to discuss.
Participants were guided to outline the retail outlets they associated with HFRPs, which was
most often a large, commercial supermarket.
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Table 3. Themes Related to Extension Agents’ Understanding of HFRPs
Theme

Representative Quote

Understanding of HFRPs
• Wide variance was reported in how
participants defined “healthy food
retail programs,” including increasing
food availability in stores, teaching
people how to shop, increasing fruit
and vegetable intake, encouraging
people to shop locally, using social
marketing to sell healthier food items,
providing recipes and demonstrations
at grocery stores, and teaching people
how to read food labels.
• Places to acquire foods in their
community are wide-reaching,
including discount stores and local
mom-and-pop stores.

• “What comes to mind is working with our local
retailers and making sure that they’re making the
healthy choices more visible and more attractive for
individuals to purchase as well as…And of course, that
would include our farmers’ markets and making those
accessible to everyone.”
• “I would think teaching people how to shop wise in
grocery stores and maybe even farmers’ markets
included in that. So, when you think about retail, it’s
just purchasing things, supplies but purchasing healthy
alternatives.”
• “Um, like when you have different…maybe like fact
sheets or something like that the store like next to the
healthy produce. Or maybe you have the agent there
for a day doing like food samples or demonstrations of
the store with the healthy foods.”
• “…the non-traditional places, of course, like the Dollar
General, the Dollar Tree. Sometimes places that we
don’t think people go buy food from, but they do!”

PSE Approach
• Transition of some programs, like
HFRPs, from direct delivery to policy,
systems, and environmental (PSE)
change approaches is a different way
of delivering programs.
• Some expressed discomfort and
unfamiliarity with how to report
impacts.
• Some hesitancy was specifically
related to unfamiliarity with content,
retail stores, and lack of experience
with PSE.

• “It’s a different kind of programming in that you’re not
actually delivering a face-to-face program. So, you’re
working with a retailer. They’re going to provide
healthy options, and you’re not really there to see the
results and to see what’s happening or… (pauses) I
think it’s a very different kind of program, and I think
we’re so used to just going and meeting face-to-face
with people in a group or individually seeing the
results right there and moving on. And so, I think that
one of the barriers is thinking of programming in a
different way.”
• “…how we are going to report this and how are we
going to show impact.”
• “They’re going to provide healthy options, and you’re
not really there to see the results and to see what’s
happening.”

Benefits and Challenges of HFRPs Offered through Extension
Participants described several ways they saw HFRPs as potentially beneficial to the communities
they served, but they also identified many potential challenges to implementing HFRPs (Table
3). Most participants expressed interest in learning about what types of community outreach
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could be implemented through HFRPs. These interview findings also revealed a lack of
knowledge or understanding of HFRPs and PSEs because the participants also identified one
potential barrier to implementing HFRPs as a lack of participation in nutrition education direct
delivery programs. Since HFRPs as a PSE approach do not include direct delivery approaches,
this information indicated a lack of knowledge or understanding. In support of this knowledge
gap, participants were often unable to describe HFRPs in the context of PSE strategies, with
most explanations of challenges and barriers communicated as if it would be similar to nutrition
education direct delivery programs.
Table 4. Themes Related to Benefits and Challenges of Implementing HFRPs According to
Extension Agents
Theme

Representative Quote

Potential benefits of HFRPs
• Community awareness
o Participants described how large
of an impact HFRPs may have in
their communities.
o HFRPs can bring increased
exposure to Extension programs
to new audiences.
o Meeting the community where they
are increases the potential for
meeting those who need SNAP-Ed
services most.

• “I think it would reach so many more people that I
really don’t see now. And then maybe just
familiarizing people with the UT Extension brand.”
• “I think that type of program would increase the
visibility of Extension, or maybe reaching new
audiences, new people.”
• “We need to meet them where they are at.”

• Learning
o New opportunities for adult
learners to develop skills outside of
a traditional educational setting are
created.
o HFRPs may exist as solutions to
helping consumers identify
healthier food items and improve
dietary behaviors even when
using SNAP.
o SNAP-Ed class participation may
be increased by meeting potential
participants in retail outlets.

• “People are going to be at the grocery store may not
have time to come classes. That something that we’ve
seen is an issue and obviously with low-income
population. They have a lot of barriers, but they’re
eventually going to make it to the grocery store.”
• “I think it would help the consumer see that eating
healthy is not necessarily too expensive or out of their
budget and that actually more of the quote junk food
and overly processed foods are actually more
expensive in the long run, in terms of not only for your
health but long-term health impacts.”
• “Well, I think I’m for one, and I think a national thing,
but it’s hard to get people to come to SNAP-Ed classes
just because it’s totally volunteer. It’s not required,
and it is a time commitment. It’s normally one hour in
a series of eight classes. So, a lot of adults don’t have
time. But, adults do go to the grocery store. That’s just
something that you have to do. So, I think meeting
people where they are because they are going to be at
the grocery store or the convenience store.”
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Representative Quote

Potential challenges for HFRPs
• Challenges of implementing programs
in store
o Getting community members to
participate in the education may
be difficult.

• “When people are shopping, they are shopping. They
are not going to listen to a five or ten-minute talk.”

• Collaboration with retail partners
o Relationships must be developed
with stores to implement HFRPs.
o It takes time and resources to
develop partnerships with retail
stores, especially larger,
corporate-based retail outlets,
including how to promote one
over another.
o There is a need for training to
work with retail partners.

• “Then, to say you know maybe at a higher level they
had a relationship established [at a retail food outlet]
so it’s easier for agents in other counties … The idea is
to eliminate some of the groundwork to sell it. You
already have like their management sold on it; then it’s
easier sometimes.”
• “Then I guess again just having the time management
or times to make those connections with the right
people. Finding out where is the first part of contact
with those stores. Who is the person? Is it the store
manager, or is it corporate? Do you start out with
someone you know that works at that store? Or what is
the protocol, I guess.”
• “I think just effective ways of working with
businesses. You know, we have to speak their
language, so yes, terminology. They’re busy, so
understanding, you know, how to market the programs
in a way that they’re going to, we’re going to get their
buy-in, and you know, I’m not going to turn them
off.”

• Assistance from paraprofessionals
o Some of those interviewed did not
have paraprofessionals and cited
this as a limiting factor.

• “I don’t have a program assistant, so and that makes a
huge difference in what I do with the SNAP-Ed
program.”

Strategies for Successfully Implementing HFRPs
Specific information regarding how Extension agents would implement HFRPs in their local
community is provided in Table 5. Many participants discussed a nutrition education program
implemented in farmers’ markets in some counties as an appropriate model for implementation
for HFRPs, despite differences in working with retail partners. They reported that the key
components of this program (recipe cards, marketing materials, food demonstrations, nutrition
education incentives) were well-suited for modification to a retail setting. However, despite
perceived similarities to the farmers’ market program, participants did not think of HFRPs as a
smaller portion of the existing program. Instead, they viewed HFRPs as stand-alone programs.
Many participants discussed particular direct delivery components of HFRPs when discussing
successful implementation, not considering some of the broader PSE strategies employed in
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typical HFRPs. A few participants did discuss the relationship between HFRPs and PSE, but
these participants also expressed a background in public health and/or nutrition with some
familiarity with implementing HFRPs.
Table 5. Themes Related to the Implementation of HFRPs by Extension Agents
Theme

Representative Quote

Training
• Those who have had more formal
training in nutrition felt more
comfortable implementing HFRPs.
• Many participants expressed the need
for additional training to feel
comfortable implementing a potential
program.

• “I could definitely do that. As a dietetic intern, I did
grocery store tours and things like that. So, totally
comfortable.”
• “I would not be very comfortable with that. I don’t
work a lot with retailers, for one thing. I’m mostly
used to working with agencies and things like that.”

Incorporation of HFRPs into other
programs
• Many felt that HFRPs would best be
implemented as a stand-alone program.

• “The thing I see it being closest to is Farmers’ Market
Fresh. I could see those two perhaps meshing together
in some way. I can see it as one lesson in a larger
program that as far as meshing it with a program out
right now, I’m not seeing how that would work.”

Importance of prepared programs
• The importance of having the program
fully ready to go and presented in its
complete format was immense.
• Participants also wanted to understand
the program’s expectations as well as
intended outcomes first.

• “…provided an out-of-the-box prepped and ready to
go out of the box curriculum.”
• “I would actually like to know exactly what the
expectations were.”

In summary, our findings indicate that FCS agents in this study could benefit from training that
defines and describes HFRPs. Agents unfamiliar with HFRPs had a difficult time
conceptualizing it as part of an overall PSE strategy. In many cases, agents framed their
discussion of HFRPs in terms of direct education. Finally, Extension FCS agents in this study
exhibited difficultly in defining the term retail. When discussing this term, they often discussed
retail in the context of large, chain stores only. A strategic course of action that incorporates
HFRPs into the Extension plan of work while at the same time allowing opportunities for agent
training on this topic is needed.
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Discussion
Healthy food retail programs are an emerging area for Extension programming, but there is little
evidence why some Extension professionals are not choosing to implement these programs. The
objective of this qualitative study was to better understand the perceptions of FCS agents who
had not implemented HFRPs as well as their perceptions of potential benefits and challenges that
might be faced implementing HFRPs. Findings from online interviews of FCS agents directly
involved in SNAP-Ed programming revealed the need for a better understanding of what HFRPs
are and training prior to implementation. The misunderstandings or lack of knowledge related to
HFRPs and PSE may pose a considerable barrier to implementing HFRPs through Extension.
Successful implementation of HFRPs would require adequate training to increase agents’
comfort level as well as develop the knowledge and skills needed for successful program
delivery.
Based on results from this study, there is a potential for a broad approach to ensuring that
Extension professionals understand PSE interventions, including the potential need for additional
training in the implementation and evaluation of this new approach. Direct feedback from the
participants in this study indicated that Extension agents unfamiliar with HFRPs had difficulty
identifying it as a PSE intervention and were associating many of the definitions as direct
delivery education. Although direct delivery of materials and marketing may be one component
of HFRPs, Ammerman (2017) reported that successful HFRPs require environmental, social, and
behavioral approaches to the way that consumers interact when acquiring food items. Because
agents had difficulty distinguishing between direct nutrition education and HFRPs as part of
larger PSE efforts, Extension specialists are advised to help agents understand HFRPs as part of
PSE strategy interventions. With a better understanding of PSE’s overall, agents could then be
trained in HFRP interventions, including how these interventions function as part of overall PSE
efforts. If agents do not have a foundational understanding of PSE interventions, then their
efforts may fail in regard to understanding HFRPs and the larger PSE interventions that are
encompassed in this type of programming. These findings are consistent with other literature
regarding lack of PSE knowledge at a local level as well as the impact on Extension
interventions it may have (Haynes-Maslow et al., 2018; Smathers & Lobb, 2015; Smathers et al.,
2018; Stark et al., 2016).
Another key finding from this study was how Extension agents unfamiliar with HFRPs defined
the term retail. Agents reported struggling to conceptualize the term retail, with many of them
asking for additional clarification regarding what this term meant in the context of the study. For
others, retail was thought of as large chain stores. While large chain stores are indeed part of
retail and could be part of HRFP program implementation, it is evident that agents need more
education to enable them to broaden their conceptualization of food retail to include smaller
outlets and farmers’ markets. Such a broader conceptualization of food retail must include work
with smaller, locally owned food retailers, such as corner stores and community grocery stores.
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In addition to education regarding retail, training will also be needed to help Extension
professionals learn new techniques of interacting with food retailers to develop partnerships for
future HFRP implementation. This was also consistent with the Haynes-Maslow et al. (2018)
findings regarding concern from SNAP-Ed staff about “buy-in” for PSE interventions in the
retail setting.
Findings from this study serve as a call to action for Extension professionals who desire to
advance HFRPs and multi-level intervention approaches of SNAP-Ed in general. For Extension
to be a leader in implementing HFRPs, Extension faculty and state specialists are advised to give
attention to developing a strategic course of action for integrating HFRPs into the Extension
scope of work. While this strategic course should include planned HFRP interventions grounded
in research and supported by well-formulated implementation plans, work cannot stop there.
Instead, Extension faculty and state specialists are advised to consider what training and/or
resources will be necessary to help Extension educators and/ or paraprofessionals develop a
foundational understanding of HRFPs.
Preparing Extension educators and/or paraprofessionals with this basic understanding is critical
especially considering findings from this study. Haynes-Maslow et al. (2018) note that SNAP-Ed
staff in their study directly stated that state-level Extension specialists should be providing
further training on PSE approaches to increase basic understanding of the topic.
It is important to note that Extension faculty and state specialists do not have to create HFRP
training resources in isolation. Instead, they can build from the work and successes of other
Extension programs and non-profits in HFRP implementation while fostering collaboration
among those individuals interested in advancing HFRP work. Such collaboration can create
synergy and foster additional support for Extension HFRPs. This concept of building
partnerships to bolster HFRPs is an established key practice noted by Haynes-Maslow et al.
(2018). Finally, the SNAP-Ed framework can guide Extension faculty and state specialists as
they design and facilitate HFRPs in their respective states (U.S. Department of Agriculture, Food
and Nutrition Service, 2016). The SNAP-Ed framework is an excellent resource for helping
Extension educators and/or paraprofessionals better understand the basics of HFRPs and PSE
interventions in general. The design of the SNAP-Ed framework is such that agents and/or
paraprofessionals can more fully understand how HFRPs are integrated into larger, multi-level
intervention strategies geared toward improving the health of limited-resource individuals and
communities.
Limitations of the study included the generalizability of the findings based on the sample’s
specificity to one geographic location. Because Extension varies widely from each area and
region, it can be difficult to capture significant experiences and perceptions of Extension
professionals on a national scale. Thus, the findings in this study are limited to the population
sampled. However, there has been some research about the lack of understanding of the PSE
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approach and HFRPs in Extension networks nationally, and the findings from this study are
consistent with other current literature (Smathers & Lobb, 2015; Smathers et al., 2018; Stark et
al., 2016). Another limitation is the potential bias and sensitive nature of conducting interviews
in a workplace setting. Participants may have been less likely to share openly due to concern of
supervisors finding their responses undesirable. To mitigate this limitation, the authors utilized
an interviewer that is outside of the organization, and participant demographic information was
kept separate from all interview data and not shared with other authors on the study. A final
limitation of this study is the low response rate. While this low-response rate could indicate selfselection bias, the authors collected a demographic screener before the interview to better
understand the geographical distribution, years working in Extension, gender, age, and
experience with HFRPs to ensure that the sample was representative of Extension agents in the
area.
Conclusion and Implications
PSE strategies, such as HFRPs, can be incorporated into traditional Extension programming to
complement direct education focused at the individual level. While Extension agents perceived
HFRPs as beneficial, there is a need for more extensive training in what it means and how it can
be implemented and evaluated. This training should include ways to develop partnerships with
retailers who are key stakeholders to create effective strategies that are sustainable. Adequately
preparing agents to work with food retail is critical for success to expand their reach from
working at the individual level to multiple levels in the SEM as indicated in the PSE approach
(Bronfenbrenner, 1989).
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