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Extension agents are tasked with disseminating educational content, announcing events, 

and promoting the outreach efforts of Extension. Social media can be a powerful resource for 

Extension agents (Skrabut, 2014). Integrating social media into outreach efforts can be an 

efficient way for agents to meet increasing work demands (Gharis & Hightower, 2017). Still, 

many Extension agents are not fully integrating social media as a means to communicate with 

their audiences (Garcia et al., 2018). To address this, Extension communication units are 

developing social media technical support efforts to increase the agents’ social media activity 

(Garcia et al., 2018, Newbury et al., 2014; Kinsey, 2010.) Social media competency influences a 

professional’s willingness to integrate social media as a function of their employment (Zhu et al., 

2018). If communication units wish to provide Extension agents with technical support efforts, 

such as trainings and professional development opportunities, to assist them with integrating 

social media as one of their duties, we should assess the influence of these support efforts on 

their perceived social media competency. The purpose of this study is to describe Mississippi 

State University Extension agents’ perceived social media competency levels and explore the 

effect that a variety of technical support efforts have on their perceived social media 

competency. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Social media platforms are a versatile medium of communication that have the potential 

to be a valuable tool for Extension communication and outreach (Newbury et al., 2014). 

Extension agents’ disseminate educational content, announcing events, and promoting Extension 

outreach efforts. Social media can be utilized by Extension agents as a medium to disseminate 

those messages (Skrabut, 2014). A few of the ways Extension can utilize social media is through 

the promotion of the Extension brand (Lipsman et al., 2012; Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010), the 

marketing of Extension (Aggrawal et al., 2017), and product diffusion (Aggrawal et al., 

2017). By integrating social media into Extension outreach efforts, agents may be able to more 

efficiently meet increasing work demands (Gharis & Hightower, 2017). 

A review of the literature suggests that it is vital to understand social media’s current role 

and uses within the Extension system so the organization can better focus its training efforts for 

Extension professionals in the future (Newbury et al., 2014; Garcia et al., 2018; Kinsey, 2010). 

Many barriers hinder Extension educators from effectively adopting social media as an outreach 

method. Instead, agents remain dependent on existing means of disseminating information 

(Kinsey, 2010). Several of the primary barriers that hinder the adoption of social media among 

Extension agents are concerns around control, privacy, and time investment (Newbury et al., 

2014). Demographics, including age, gender, and length of time in Extension were also explored 

to determine any correlation with competencies (Lakai et al., 2012). One of the barriers that 
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Lakai et al. (2012) found indicated that lack of effective training opportunities enable Extension 

agents from acquiring and developing their competencies.  

To help combat these barriers, Extension communication units across the country have 

created technical support efforts for social media and technology to help agents with the 

planning, developing, and disseminating of programmatic and educational information on these 

platforms (Allen et al., 2014). These social media technical support efforts can range from 

guidelines highlighting social media best practices to hands-on training (Garcia et al., 2018; 

Allen et al., 2014). When looking at social media technical support efforts provided by 

Mississippi State University Extension Service (MSU-ES), as of 2019, there is a social media 

guideline (Appendix A) and a branding and identity policy packet available for Extension 

professionals online. Besides the guidelines and policy packet, there have been no official social 

media professional development opportunities provided to Extension professionals through 

MSU-ES in the past five years (E. Graves, personal communication, May 9, 2019). Extension 

recognizes the importance of utilizing social media (Lipsman et al., 2012) and continuous 

professional development (Lakai et al., 2012), which is why MSU-ES intends to devote 

resources to provide future social media technical support to Extension professional (E. Graves, 

personal communication, May 9, 2019). This study will assess social media support efforts with 

MSU-ES Extension agents and explore the effects of the different delivery methods of technical 

support efforts.  

Statement of the Problem 

Even though social media has grown in popularity, many Extension agents are not 

utilizing it as one of their means to communicate with audiences to their fullest potential 

(Newbury et al., 2014). To combat this lack of active social media integration, Extension 
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communication units are creating social media technical support efforts, such as toolkits, in 

hopes of increasing Extension professionals’ social media engagement (Garcia et al., 2018). 

Therefore, it is essential to determine if Extension agents feel competent in their ability to use 

social media and if social media technical support efforts have any effect on their social media 

competency.  

Purpose of the Study and Research Objectives 

 The purpose of this study is to evaluate if social media technical support efforts 

developed for Extension professionals by the Office of Agricultural Communications (AgComm) 

at MSU-ES have an effect on Extension agents’ self-reported competency levels for social 

media. The research objectives are 

Objective 1: Describe Extension agents’ change in self-reported social media 

competencies before and after treatment. 

 

Objective 2: Examine the relationship between Extension agents’ self-reported social 

media competencies and the following variables: gender, age, years of service, and type 

of duties.  

 

The results of this study will inform prioritization efforts for future social media competency 

training.  

Significance of the Study 

Extension Services across the United States have created several technical support efforts 

for social media training, but many of these efforts have not explored how effective they are at 

actually increasing content creation, delivery, and consistency with posting (Garcia et al., 2018). 

Zhu et al. (2018) report that there is an increasing need to assess social media competencies 

among professional and educational settings. Social media is heavily integrated as a form of 

communication in professional settings and serves as an ideal outlet for learning, receiving and 
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disseminating information (Zhu et al., 2018). It is important to assess social media competency 

among Extension agents as they play a significant role in MSU-ES’s mission to disseminate 

research-based information.  

There is a lack of social media use by Extension professionals from Extension Systems 

state-to-state (Newbury et al., 2014). Little empirical research has been done to examine this 

pattern among Extension professionals (Newbury et al., 2014). Newbury et al. (2014) found that 

many educators are not confident in their ability to use social media platforms because they have 

not been provided with effective training to demonstrate how to use and best utilize social media 

platforms. Moreover, Extension agents needed a training method that extensively explained 1) 

how the platform functioned 2) and how to craft effective and engaging posts (Newbury et al., 

2014). This study explored perceived social media competency (SMC) of Extension agents as 

SMC indicates an individual’s intended “readiness to access and utilize social media as a 

function of their employment” (p. 12). By providing agents with social media technical training, 

Extension hopes to increase their agents’ readiness to use social media as a function of their 

employment. The purpose of this study is to describe the self-reported SMC levels of Mississippi 

Extension agents and then explore whether technical training provided by the Office of 

Agricultural Communications changed agents’ perceived competence for using social media. 

The significance of this study is pertinent foremost to the MSU-ES Office of Agricultural 

Communications (AgComm), as they are the primary provider of social media related technical 

support for Mississippi State University Extension professionals. The results of this study will 

guide decisions on further developing technical support efforts by AgComm in the future. 

AgComm may be able to focus on specific initiatives to provide technical support or professional 

development opportunities for agents of particular demographics based on the results of this 
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study. Additionally, Extension Services in other states may be able to use the results of this study 

to guide future research in this topic area. 

Limitations 

There are several limitations to take into consideration while evaluating the results of this 

study. The participants in this study are employees of Extension, and their participation in this 

study was voluntary. This study cannot be generalized outside of the target population of 

Mississippi State University Extension agents who participated in the study. These findings 

cannot be generalized to other Extension Systems, as the characteristics of these participants and 

treatments are unique to MSU-ES. Additionally, this study cannot be generalized to all 

employees within MSU-ES as it was only inclusive of county Extension agents, and there are 

many professionals represents in a large portion of Extension employees (Fraenkel et al., 2015). 

There was also a low response rate (X1 = 7; X2 = 6; X3 = 4) of participants who completed the 

surveys from the treatment groups. Another limitation of this study is that the treatments only 

specify best practices generalized to Facebook and are not inclusive of all other social media 

platforms (Twitter, Instagram, etc.).  

Common threats to internal validity for retrospective studies are single-group, historical, 

maturation, testing, statistical regression, mortality, instrumentation, and social interaction threat 

(Trochim, 2005). Since retrospective tests were subject to the single-group threat, a control group 

was used as a comparison to determine if there was a true change in self-reported social media 

competency. An analysis of covariance to minimized bias in demographic variables by 

comparing the pretests survey from the treatment groups to the survey from the control group 

(Fraenkel et al., 2015).  Randomization of participants in each group controlled for possible 

extraneous variables (Fraenkel et al., 2015). Self-reporting from participants is how data is 
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gathered using the retrospective pretest-posttest design. Thus, results should be deemed an 

estimated report (O’Leary and Israel, 2013). There is always the potential for recall bias in all 

retrospective measurements. Recall bias is most likely to occur when there is a significant length 

of time the participant is allowed to reflect on, and is more likely to appear in measures for 

attitude than behavioral (Schwartz & Rapkin, 2004). A 30 days treatment interval minimized this 

effect. Subject bias is also possible, and participants might actively try to improve their 

knowledge or skill level and want to see improvement (Pratt et al., 2000). With the use of the 

retrospective pretest model, there is the potential that participants will provide a socially 

desirable response or a response to make the program look more effective (O’Leary and Israel, 

2013).  Despite there being several weaknesses contributed to the retrospective pretest-post 

design, this design controls for response shift bias, which is subject to the traditional pretest-

posttest evaluation and time constraint associated with traditional pretest-posttest designs 

(Nielsen, 2011).  

Assumptions 

There are a few underlying assumptions for this study. The first assumption was that the 

participants volunteering to take the survey were being truthful and accurate in their responses to 

the study’s questionnaire. The second assumption is that Extension agents did not receive any 

external social media training during the period of the research that would influence the results 

of their survey. The third assumption is that Extension agents reviewed the treatment materials 

and instructions, as requested, before completing the survey. The fourth assumption was that 

nearly all the participants already had a professional Extension associated Facebook pages for 

their county. Approximately 79 county Extension Facebook pages are registered to MSU-ES as 

of March of 2019 (E. Graves, personal communication, May 9, 2019). There is an Extension 
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office located in 81 of Mississippi’s 82 counties (Mississippi State University Extension Service, 

2019c), meaning approximately 96% of Extension offices in the state of Mississippi are 

accessible for this study and have a preexisting Facebook page. The fifth assumption is that this 

study did not lose any participants due to changes in duties and job changes. The final 

assumption associated with this study is that proper technology was available to Extension 

agents to participate and complete this study. Alotaibi (2018) did find that MSU-ES agents did 

feel that they were adequately supplied with the necessary equipment to achieve social media 

tasks. 

Definition of Terms 

This section provides definitions of the terms used throughout this study. The following list 

contains terms and their interpretation based on the literature: 

Agricultural communications – agricultural communications is communications 

developed specifically to focus on the disseminated of agriculture-related information to 

a variety of audiences and stakeholders. Agriculture communications industry 

professionals mainly utilize core agricultural journalism skills such as writing, research, 

photography, and using new technology (Corder & Irlbeck, 2018).   

 

Best practices guideline – the best practices guidelines is a resource produced by 

Extension for developing the best possible social media presence for Extension. The best 

practices guideline is a living document that is updated as social media platforms, and the 

organization’s needs evolve (Appendix A). 

 

Competency – competency is a core development area that pertains to a professional’s 

ability to perform their job effectively (Ghimire & Martin, 2011).   

 

County Extension agent – A university employee trained to share a wide variety of 

science-based and university-approved subject matter at the Extension county offices in 

Mississippi (Mississippi State University Extension, 2019c). Educational topics include 

agriculture, natural resources, community development, family and consumer science, 

and 4-H. Some county Agents may be specially funded through grants to prove the 

narrowly focused subject matter in the areas of health and nutrition; these agents operate 

under the same title as county Extension agents (R. Loper, personal communication, 

October 28, 2019).  
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Extension professional – Extension professionals is inclusive of Extension educators, 

agents, specialists, and administrative positions (Scheer et al., 2006).   

 

Extension Services – The Extension Services is a national education system that 

functions in congruence with land-grant universities (Mississippi State University 

Extension Service, 2019a). They improve the quality of people’s lives through the 

dissemination of research-based knowledge concentrated in the areas of social, economic, 

and environmental well-being of families, communities, and agriculture enterprises 

(USDA, 2019).      

      

MSU-ES – an abbreviation for Mississippi State University Extension Services. 

 

Office of Agricultural Communications (AgComm) – The Office of Agricultural 

Communications is a unit within Mississippi State University Extension Services that 

provides strategic communications leadership, support, and services to educate and 

increase awareness of MSU-ES brand (Mississippi State University Extension Services, 

2019b). Specific services AgComm provides for Extension programs and units are 

branding, marketing, and advertising; creative communications; educational publishing; 

graphic design; social media strategy and support; media relations outreach; onsite and 

studio photography; podcast packaging and development; printing services; radio 

production; video services; and website creation and updating. 

 

Professional development – professional development is a training opportunity “designed 

to enhance the competencies, skills, and knowledge of individuals and to enable them to 

provide better service to their clientele” (Beeler, 1977, p. 38). 

 

Social media competency (SMC) – “Social media competency can be explained as a 

person’s intention in the sense that it indicates their readiness to access and use social 

media as a function of their employment” (Alber et al., 2014, p. 12). 

 

Social media – websites and technology that allows users to share content, communicate, 

and interact online. 

 

Technical knowledge – technical knowledge is a core competency, involving having 

adequate knowledge or skills to use current technologies within one’s field (Ghimire, 

2017), e.g., knowledge of new seeds, breeds, and pesticides to increase productivity on a 

commercial farm.  

 

Toolkits – “The tool kit contains tips for and lessons on optimally planning and 

implementing social media best practices for Extension programs” (Garcia et al., 2018, p. 

2) 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Overview 

For many Americans, social media and digital technologies play a significant role in their 

everyday life (Allen et al., 2014). Online media platforms have grown to be a medium of 

communication between individuals, and also a platform for businesses or organizations to boost 

their clientele engagement and broaden their audience base (Arora et al., 2019). Social media 

provides a platform that has the potential to allow Extension professionals to connect and engage 

with their audiences at a distance (Garcia et al., 2018). This chapter provides a review of the 

literature that offers an overview of Extension’s engagement with audiences, social media sites, 

social media as a tool for Extension, social media technical support efforts, social media barriers 

for Extension agents, and professional development and competency. This chapter also examines 

Lewin’s (1951) theory of planned change as the study’s theoretical framework.  

Although we recognize the importance of increasing social media competency (Zhu et al., 

2018), we have yet to explore if social media technical support efforts affect social media 

competency. Many Extension offices are unsure if producing social media technical support 

efforts are worth the resources devoted by communication units (Newbury et al., 2014).  The 

literature suggests it is essential to understand social media’s current role and uses in Extension 

so the organization can better focus their social media technical support efforts for Extension 

professionals in the future (Newbury et al., 2014; Garcia et al., 2018). Zhu et al. (2018) state, 
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“SMC [social media competency] is required in both academic and professional domains in the 

21st century” (p. 13). Extension professional encompasses both academics and professional 

domains through the delivery of educational programming and clientele services (USDA, 2019; 

Diem et al., 2011). It is important to explore which social media technical support efforts 

produce a change in social media use so resources can be dedicated to these efforts in the future 

(Newbury et al., 2014).   

Engagement with Audiences 

Extension Services are a national education system that functions contiguous with land-

grant universities (Mississippi State University Extension Service, 2019a). Extension’s 

foundational goal is to deliver education that changes lives this has remained the same over time, 

but as the needs of Mississippi’s citizens change MSU-ES has adapted its subject matter and 

delivery methods (Mississippi State University Extension Service, 2019a). MSU-ES states that 

its mission is to disseminate research-based programs and information to each county in 

Mississippi (Mississippi State University Extension Service, 2019c). Diem et al. (2011) claim 

that historically the Extension System has been a frontrunner in adopting new tools and 

practices, yet questions remain whether or not Extension is utilizing social media to deliver 

educational programs, manage content and interact with clientele. 

A set of goals outlined for MSU-ES help them fulfill their organization’s mission and 

strive to achieve a vision for the future. MSU-ES lists the following goals on their website: 

● Focus on quality services and programs that are client-driven. 

 

● Instill a future-oriented perspective in staff members, advisors, partners, and clients. 

 

● Be responsive to new or different needs by maintaining flexibility in programming 

efforts. 
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● Develop a level of alternative resources to allow for adjustments to changing demands or 

critical needs. 

 

● Expand efforts to help clients compete in a global economy. 

 

● Foster an environment that will enable staff members and volunteers to achieve their full 

potential. 

 

● Project a positive image that will broaden public understanding of Extension's mission, 

goals, programs, and accomplishments. (Mississippi State University Extension Service, 

2019a, p. 4). 

 

Aligning with their mission and vision, MSU-ES states that they are utilizing the latest 

technologies and teaching techniques to serve clients (Mississippi State University Extension 

Service, 2019a). They deliver research-proven information to their clients “by taking advantage 

of both face-to-face meetings and all the tools that today’s technology offers.” (Mississippi State 

University Extension Service, 2019a, p. 2). Extension is often a model for leading the adoption 

of new tools and practices, particularly in areas of precision agriculture and land management 

(Diem et al., 2011). Extension is lagging in adopting information technology, such as social 

media (Diem et al., 2011; Garcia et al., 2018). Staying up to date on technical knowledge or 

skills plays a vital role for Extension professionals to remain current in their field (Ghimire, 

2017). Social media is a technology that Extension agents should be utilizing (Kinsey, 2010).  

Traditional Communication Methods 

Traditional Extension methodologies for information dissemination by Extension 

specialists were widely recognized by the 1930s (Eberle & Shroyer, 2000). These traditional 

communication methods were farm demonstrations, exhibits, farm visits, printed materials, and 

newspapers and magazines (Rasmussen, 1989). By the mid-1980s computers were becoming a 

household item, Richardson and Mustian (1988) conducted a study with North Carolina 

Extension to gauge the preferred methods of information dissemination with their clientele. Even 
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though the study included modern technologies, agriculturalists still had a strong preference for 

what Richardson and Mustian (1988) classify as traditional Extension methods for information 

delivery.  

Common traditional methods of Extension communication included newsletters, 

meetings, farm visits (agent to farmer), telephone calls, field days, and on-farm demonstrations 

(Richardson & Mustian, 1988). Even with the emergence of digital communication methods at 

the end of the 20th century, many of these technologies were not incorporated into a list of 

Extension dissemination methods (Eberle & Shrover, 2000). Instead, Eberle and Shrover (2000) 

point out that these emerging technologies, such as computers, were utilized to simply amplify 

existing methods of communication. While the latest technologies and teaching techniques 

continue to evolve, there is a low incorporation of modern communication tools and techniques 

with Extension information dissemination methods (Singh et al., 2018).    

Social Media Sites 

It is increasingly challenging to define parameters around what is considered social 

media. The term ‘media’ includes the reporting platforms of the press, broadcasting, cinema, and 

technology-based new media (Scannel, 2002). Kent (2010) defines social media as “any 

interactive communication channel that allows for two-way interaction and feedback” (p. 645). 

Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) also loosely defined social media as online applications used for the 

creation and exchange of user-generated content. Based on the definitions used to describe social 

media by Kent (2010) and Kaplan and Haenlein (2010), social media must have two 

components, 1) the user must be online or connected to the internet 2), and it must involve some 

form of communication or exchange of information amongst other users online. A taxonomy was 
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developed by Kaplan and Haenlein (2010) to classify social media channels based on the context 

of its application: social-networking sites, blogs and microblogs, and content-sharing sites.  

Social-networking sites exist in the form of communities, allowing their users to socialize 

and engage with other users within the online platform (Dennis et al., 2010). These platforms use 

personal-information profiles that allow the user to access other profiles within the community, 

allowing messages and other forms of engagement between users (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). 

Personal-information profiles often include a variety of the following information about users: 

photos, videos, audio files, and blogs (Kontu, 2015). The largest platform, categorized as social 

networking sites, is Facebook (Kontu, 2015). Facebook has the potential to attract users to the 

creator’s postings (Kinsey, 2010). Extension educators may be able to utilize Facebook “to 

communicate information regarding upcoming events, celebrations, informational pieces, and 

publications” (Kinsey, 2010, p. 2). However, educators should also acknowledge that digital 

platforms have transformed the way that some people like to receive information (Diem et al., 

2011).  

Zhu (2014) claims that “the new digital technology has changed the way people seek 

information.” In a study involving the seeking and sharing of scholarly information among 

academic professionals, Zhu (2014) found that the majority of respondents used blogs to gather 

information. Blogs or ‘weblogs’ are one of the earliest forms of social media (Kaplan & 

Haenlein, 2010). Blogs are a method of sharing commentary and descriptions of events or 

subjects (Kinsey, 2010), and blog users and content varies greatly. Blog users or ‘bloggers’ range 

from casual users to professionals in specific subject areas (Kinsey, 2010). Content for blogs can 

vary from personal journal-like entry logs to opinion pieces on particular subject areas (Kaplan 

& Haenlein, 2010). One of the distinctions between blogs and social networking sites, is that 
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blogs do not necessarily require registration or crafting a profile to find resources or access 

information (Kontu, 2015). Institutional blogs have become increasingly popular in academia 

because individuals can easily be directed to these sites (Zhu, 2014).  

One of the largest platforms utilized for blogs and microblogging is Twitter (Kontu, 

2015). Zhu (2014) also found that there was a significant increase in Twitter being used by 

researchers to share their work. Microblogging is similar to blogging, as it allows users to give 

updates on their personal life. The main distinction from tradition blogs is that microblog content 

is usually smaller in size (Kontu, 2015), lessened to short descriptive sentences and images or 

videos (Singth et al., 2008).  

Instagram’s story sharing feature has an increasing presence for microbloggers as well. 

The video blog or vlog is another form of blogging that allows users to share personal updates or 

opinions on specific content via a video recording of themselves. A popular platform for 

vlogging is YouTube. Extension professionals have the potential to provide consumers with 

reliable research-based information through the use of blogs (Kinsey, 2010). Despite Twitter and 

other blogging platforms being increasingly popular for sharing information among academics, 

Zhu (2014) reports that the majority of professionals have not adopted other social media 

platforms used for social networking and content sharing outside of blogging to share their 

research work. 

Content-sharing sites are sites used to exchange online content between users (Kaplan & 

Haelein, 2010). Different media content used for content-sharing includes photos (e.g., 

Instagram, Pinterest, Snapchat, etc.) and videos (e.g., YouTube, TikTok, Instagram, etc.) 

(Kietzmann et al., 2011). Similar to blogs, content-sharing sites do not necessarily require users 

to make personal profiles; if they do, they usually require minimal information (Kontu, 2015). 
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Zhu (2014) speculates that the gap between seeking and sharing on various social media 

platforms may be because platforms like Twitter and Facebook are mostly interactive and require 

the user to create an account, develop a profile, and engage with others. These platforms require 

the user to invest time and effort in maintaining and connecting networks with colleagues and 

growing their followers (Zhu, 2014). In reference to time and effort content-sharing sites 

consume for professional purposes, Zhu states (2014) “Many academics may find this distracting 

and wasting time.” (p. 711). YouTube is among the largest content-sharing site, along with 

Pinterest and Instagram (Kontu, 2015). Kinsey (2010) indicated that YouTube could be 

potentially useful for Extension professionals to disseminate educational messages, videos, and 

news clips to online audiences. 

Kaplan and Haenlein’s (2010) taxonomy describes social-networking sites, blogs, and 

content-sharing sites. Many of the social media platforms within these communication channels 

are multifunctional, and features continue to expand. Bruguera et al. (2019) bring up the point 

that there are other digital products with social networking features in their functionalities (e.g., 

Spotify, Venmo, etc.), which makes it increasingly difficult to define which platforms should be 

categorized as social media. Regardless, it is apparent that Extension professionals can expand 

outreach efforts through the use of online networking tools (Kinsey, 2010). Kinsey (2010) 

suggest that Extension professionals should consider a variety of outreach methods and utilize 

the ones that have the most comprehensive outreach based on their time availability to produce 

educational content.  

Despite Twitter being increasingly popular for sharing information among academics, 

Zhu (2014) reports that the majority of professionals had not adopted other social media 

platforms to share their research work. Zhu (2014) speculates one of the reasons for lack of 
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adoption could be due to there not being a reward system in place to encourage the use of social 

media,  

This study found that the vast majority of respondents have not yet adopted social media 

tools to share their research work. This is largely because contribution of scholarly work 

on social media has not been recognized by academic reward system. (Zhu, 2014, p. 710) 

This recommendation was also made by Alotaibi (2018) after conducting a study investigating 

barriers that influenced Extension employees’ attitudes toward social media use. Alotaibi (2018) 

recommended that Extension administration at MSU-ES should design a reward system for 

Extension professionals that are utilizing social media. A lack of incentive may also be a possible 

barrier for Extension agents (Alotaibi, 2018). 

Social Media as a Tool for Extension 

There are many different communication channels Extension professionals can utilize to 

engage with audiences and disseminate information. While interpersonal communication has 

historically been one of the main ways of distributing educational content through Extension, 

face-to-face teaching is not the only option for Extension education delivery (Allen et al., 2014). 

Social media is a growing and increasingly popular platform and can be an alternative tool for 

agents to engage with audiences and interact with clientele (Garcia et al., 2018).  Research finds 

that there are several social networking sites and content mediums that have the potential to be a 

viable tool for Extension professionals use (Kinsley, 2010; Cornelisse et al., 2011). 

Diem et al. (2011) stated Extension systems as a whole should pay attention to 

technology uses, trends, and demographic changes as they are reshaping non-formal education. 

Online users now have expectations for receiving timely information and want more learning 

opportunities to be available online (Diem et al., 2011). Extension professionals can increase 
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their potential involvement with educational programmatic efforts by maximizing target 

audience reach and engagement (Garcia et al., 2018). Diem et al. (2011) want Extension 

professionals to strive to use methods that reach younger generations who might benefit from the 

services Extension offers and to ultimately gain their support in continuing to grow Extension’s 

outreach efforts. MSU-ES should be utilizing social media to communicate with younger and 

more diverse audiences.  

Extension professionals should be utilizing blogs, podcasts, Facebook, and YouTube to 

disseminate information (Kinsley, 2010; Cornelisse et al., 2011). However, Extension specialists 

and agents in Mississippi were most likely to prefer the use of Facebook and Twitter platforms 

(Alotaibi, 2018). Findings from a study by Garcia et al. (2018) found that Extension 

professionals can benefit from using social media, but their approach must be purposeful and 

well-thought-out. Despite social media’s popularity and relatively low cost, Extension 

professionals may not be fully utilizing social media as a method to distribute research-based 

information (Newbury et al., 2014). 

Kinsley (2010) supports the idea that there is a need for Extension professionals to devote 

social media technical support efforts on successfully engaging with their target clientele on 

social media platforms. Allen et al. (2014) state “recognizing the opportunities that technology 

and social media, in particular, offer for reaching the public with information, Extension 

professionals must find ways to use technology formally and informally in their educational 

programming” (p. 2). Despite social media being a free platform to promote Extension programs, 

connect with audiences, and distribute information to the masses (Kinsley, 2010), many barriers 

have been found that hinder social media use or effective use by Extension agents (Alotaibi, 

2018; Newbury et al., 2014). 
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Social Media Barriers for Extension Agents 

Alotaibi (2018) reports MSU-ES professionals generally have a positive attitude toward 

social media, yet their actual use of social media is low. According to Alotaibi (2018) the five 

most common social media use barriers expressed from MSU-ES professionals are 1) the lack of 

time to prepare and update content for social media, 2) the lack of essential knowledge and skills 

for the effective use of social media, 3) the inability to identify the composition and 

demographics of Extension Service clients, 4) the lack of interest to use social media, 5) and the 

lack of interest from clients to use social media. Previous studies of other Extension systems 

have indicated social media technical support efforts and time management are significant 

barriers and limitations to Extension professionals adopting online tools (Kinsley, 2010; 

Newbury et al., 2014).  

Newbury et al. (2014) explored Extension professionals’ perceived barriers to social 

media use. Some perceived risks Newbury et al. (2014) found were “control, time, money, and 

access to the Internet and access to training in how to use social media” (p. 3). Barriers that may 

lead to the low adoption rates of social media can also reduce the chances of Extension 

employees utilizing social media effectively (Newbury et al., 2014). However, Mississippi State 

Extension professionals did not indicate money was a constraint to their social media use 

(Alotaibi, 2018). Perhaps this is because Extension professionals in Mississippi feel they are 

adequately supplied with the necessary equipment to complete social media tasks (Alotaibi, 

2018). 

Newbury et al. (2014) found one of the most commonly perceived barriers to using social 

media was concern over their ability to regulate their presence on social media. Agents showed 

concern about whether the content they posted properly represented the organization, whether 
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they would be held liable for content posted by other individuals, and privacy (Newbury et al., 

2014). Attitudes are an important characteristic of whether or not Extension professionals will 

utilize social media (Allen et al., 2014). Allen et al. (2014) explored a training strategy that 

helped participants maintain Extension’s image while delivering information to clientele online. 

“Participants were allowed to voice their concerns and learn from each other about safeguards 

and successes” (Allen et al., 2014, p. 5). Alotaibi (2018) found that MSU-ES agents to have a 

high self-efficacy for using the Facebook platform.  

Many studies have explored demographic characteristics such as gender, age, years in the 

profession, and primary duties when exploring motivational factors and barriers to the use of 

social media (Alotaibi, 2018; Manca & Ranieri, 2016; Loper, 2016). Gender tended to have a 

minor influence on professional social media use when compared to other variables, and there 

was no significant association found for gender predicting Facebook or blog use (Manca & 

Ranieri, 2016), but there are some slight differences in regard to user preferences. It has been 

reported that women tend to use Facebook more than men (McAndrew & Jeong, 2012). This 

may be because men tend to place less perceived value on Facebook than women (Heinz et al., 

2013). For the Facebook platform, Manca and Ranieri (2016) found that men’s motives for using 

Facebook professionally were to grow their network, gain visibility, and promote initiatives 

related to their profession, while women motives were community-orientated. Women in the 

academic profession were more likely to adopt platforms for microblogging or blogging (Zhu, 

2014). Furthermore, when exploring differences within gender, it is also important to consider 

other variables, including individual factors that may be a contributing factor to usage and 

motivation (Zhu, 2014; Manca & Ranieri, 2016). 
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Age is a likely demographic characteristic that may affect technology use and social 

media information (Holt et al., 2013). Substantial evidence supports the idea that younger people 

are more likely to frequent social media sites and engage in a larger breath of websites than older 

age groups (Holt et al., 2013; Olson et al., 2011). This phenomenon may be in large part because 

the younger generation has been using and familiarizing themselves with the internet for a 

greater span of their life than compared to older generations (Olson et al., 2011). Manca and 

Ranieri (2016) found that age was significantly associated with the use of Facebook, concluding 

that the younger age people tended to use Facebook progressively more for professional uses 

than older people.  

Li and Luximon (2018) found that older males did not have as positive an attitude toward 

using mobile technology, many of these participants reported growing frustrated with the 

technology because they perceived it as being complicated and easy to damage. This idea is also 

supported by Olson et al. (2011) study that found that older adults were more likely to have 

barriers for technical usability. Modern devices, such as tablets, computers, and phones, were 

often a barrier for older people’s use (Olson et al., 2011). In addition to this, older adults that had 

computers were limited in their knowledge of technology that they used less frequently (Olson et 

al., 2011). Moreover, except for email, older computer users had minimal experience with 

systems and software. If the frequency of use is an important factor to influence the older 

generation’s technical technology knowledge, this may support the recommendation made by 

Kinsey (2010), suggesting that Extension educators experiment with social media.  

Alotaibi (2018) found that there was no statistically significant relationship between 

MSU-ES Extension agents’ gender, age, years in the profession, and current title and their 

attitude toward using social media. Furthermore, Manca and Ranieri (2016) found that academic 
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title was not relevant in determining motivations for professional social media use. These 

demographics will be further explored in this study to expose any relationship with social media 

competency.  

Social Media Technical Support Efforts 

Alotaibi (2018) found Extension personnel utilized social media to disseminate 

information to clients, distribute announcements about events and programs, generate interests in 

programs, share different files with clients, and enhance interaction with clients in Mississippi. 

Moreover, the research suggest that MSU-ES continue to grow organizational support that 

encourages agents to utilize different social media platforms (Alotaibi, 2018). To do so, Alotaibi 

(2018) recommends MSU-ES provide more training opportunities, workshops, seminars, and 

meetings about using social media for professional purposes.  

Extension communication units across the country have been developing social media 

technical support efforts to meet the need of their Extension professionals. Tool kits are a method 

of support effort that promotes communication with target clientele for Extension programs and 

services (Garcia et al., 2018). Garcia et al. (2018) stated that tool kits contain “tips for and 

lessons on optimally planning and implementing social media best practices for Extension 

programs” (p.2). Tool kits provide a set of guidelines that provide examples, templates, and 

strategies on the best ways to utilize social media for Extension, the guidelines are unique to 

each states communication unit within Extension Systems (Garcia et al., 2018).  Another method 

of practical training is virtual training provided to Extension professionals (Allen et al., 2014). 

Allen et al. (2014) provided a 90-minute webinar that focused on Twitter and Facebook use and 

provided instruction on creating accounts, evaluating outreach and shortening URLs. This 

webinar training resulted in a reported increase the Extension professionals’ social media skill, 
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but a lack of knowledge on how those who participated in the training utilized those skills (Allen 

et al., 2014). This study will compare three different technical support efforts for social media. It 

will incorporate social media guidelines, a series of videos, and a live video webinar produced by 

MSU-ES AgComm. 

Kinsey (2010) asserts that social media is a technology that Extension educators should 

be provided training and encouraged to try out. Extension educators and outreach professionals 

can increase the purposefulness of their posts by taking advantage of toolkits for best practices 

(Garcia et al., 2018).   MSU-ES currently has one social media training resources available for 

Extension professionals along with Extension’s branding guideline (E. Graves, personal 

communication, May 9, 2019). Social Media Guidelines for the MSU Extension Services 

(Appendix A) is the current set of guidelines available for Extension employees to access their 

university accounts (E. Graves, personal communication, May 9, 2019). The protocols specified 

by the guideline aligns with MSU-ES branding and identity guidelines. The current social media 

guideline is approximately four pages in length, containing a section about managing and 

creating social media accounts, best practices for social media, and general guidance. The 

guideline emphasizes that MSU-ES has a specific protocol when it comes to social networking, 

video posts, and blogging.   

Professional Development and Competency 

Beeler (1977) describes professional development as training “designed to enhance the 

competencies, skills, and knowledge of individuals and to enable them to provide better service 

to their clientele” (p. 38). Extension Service delivers professional development to their Extension 

professionals through structured education or continual learning processes, which enables 

professionals to remain current in their field and competently meet the anticipated needs of their 
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clientele and organization (Mincemoyer & Kelsey, 1999; Sims, 1998). Professional development 

for Extension professionals is a pillar to meeting the Extension Services mission to deliver new 

technology, programming, and services to people to improve their lives (Ghimire & Martin, 

2011). Ghimire and Martin (2011) state the importance of professional development for staying 

up-to-date on technology practices,  

Staff development is critically important to help professionals stay on the cutting edge of 

the delivery process, so continuous learning and updates of knowledge related to both 

“product” and “process” are essential. Product refers to the technologies needed by the 

clientele and process refers to the soft skills required by the staff to deliver these 

technologies to the target audience. (Ghimire & Martin, 2011, p. 13) 

 

Competencies of Extension agents play a huge role in the effectiveness of Extension 

programs, especially in rapidly advancing areas for Extension systems (Lakai et al., 2012). 

Social media is an indispensable facet of digital technologies in this era (Bruguera et al., 2019). 

Using Collin et al.’s (2012) framework for the continuous professional development (CPD) (see 

figure 2.1), the professionals facing the evolution of digital era “need to continuously stay update 

their professional knowledge and skills to meet the challenges of the digital era” (Bruguera et al., 

2019, p. 1). 
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Figure 2.1 Continuous Professional Development Model 

 

Social Media Competency 

 Social media competency has a strong influence on a professional’s willingness to 

integrate social media as a function of their employment (Zhu et al., 2018). There is a reported 

need for social media competencies among employees in professional and educational settings 

(Zhu et al., 2018). Zhu et al. (2018) developed an instrument to gauge social media competency 

levels among college students. Zhu et al. (2018) recommend that this instrument be used as a 

needs assessment tool for examining social media competency levels and then using that 

information to design, develop, and implement appropriate support efforts to improve the quality 

and standards of the participants’ social media usage. 
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 Zhu et al. (2018) state, “SMC requires social media users to be self-aware of one’s 

actions and thereby contribute on social media only when possessing sufficient knowledge in 

relation to a subject area (and of others’ perceptions) before generating content” (p. 4). This 

instrument contains four aspects, or “dimensions,” as described by Zhu et al. (2018); technical 

usability (TU), content interpretation (CI), content generation (CG), and anticipatory reflection 

(AR). TU defines the participant’s ability to “operate with social media environments” (Zhu et 

al., 2018, p. 4), this would outline the participant’s basic ability to access and use social media. 

CI defines the participant’s ability to “filter through content and extract the appropriate meanings 

from a great deal of information.” (Zhu et al., 2018, p. 4). This implies that a person would be 

able to filter a great amount of content on social media and then extract an appropriate meaning, 

rather than absorbing all the information presented to them by other users (Zhu et al., 2018). CG 

is the “ability to communicate with others through various formats” (Zhu et al., 2018, p. 5). Zhu 

et al. (2018) continue by describing content generation as the ability to communicate, convey 

beliefs, and negotiate with others in a way that appropriate for an online audience. For instance, 

many communities only exist online, content generation gauges that user’s ability to self-

actualize citizenship to that community (Rheingold, 2008). AR is the ability for the user to 

perceive the potential results of their actions before generating content (Zhu et al., 2018).  

Newbury et al. (2014) claim that many educators are not confident in their ability to use 

social media platforms because they have not been provided with adequate training to 

demonstrate how to use and best utilize social media platforms. Extension agents specially 

requested that they needed a training method that extensively explained how the platform 

functions (Newbury et al., 2014), which aligns with the dimensions of technical usability and 

content generation. Extension agents also wanted training on how to craft an effective and 



www.manaraa.com

 

26 

engaging post (Newbury et al., 2014), aligning with the dimension of content generation. As Zhu 

et al. (2018) stated, SMC first requires the users to be self-aware of one’s actions before 

generating content.  

Theoretical Framework 

The Change Management Model (Lewin, 1951) was used to guide this research. This 

framework outlines the three main stages of implementing change within a system. This 

framework determined if the social media technical support efforts provided for Extension agents 

guided a change in attitude. 

Theory of Planned Change 

Kurt Lewin (1951) developed a three-step model for implementing change within a 

system (figure 2.2).  Lewin (1951) illustrates behavior as a balance of forces working in opposite 

directions, and he used these behaviors to explain his model for planned change. To facilitate 

change, the change agent must push others in an anticipated direction, and then by restraining 

resisting forces, the change becomes delayed (Lewin, 1951). Change agents must guide behavior 

or attitude change through the three main steps used in this model (Lewin, 1951). This theory has 

been utilized in various occupations that deliver best practices; Lewin’s (1951) planned change 

model is ideal for services that continually need to change in order to maintain the most current 

practices (Mitchell, 2013). 
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Figure 2.2 Change Management Model 

 

Kritsonis (2005) explains the first step to change human behavior or attitude is to 

“unfreeze the existing situation or status quo” (p. 2) of the system. When unfreezing occurs, 

disequilibrium will affect the status quo in the system, causing a need for adjustment (Roussel, 

2006). Unfreezing is brought into motion through increasing driving forces that are capable of 

redirecting the undesired behavior or attitude away from the existing status quo (Lewin, 1951).  

Unfreezing is also accomplished by addressing those who are restraining forces and hinder 

change from disrupting the existing situation (Lewin, 1951). 

The process of changing behavior or attitude continues into the movement step 

(Kritsonis, 2005). During this step, the targeted system will move toward the desired state of 

equilibrium (Lewin, 1951). There are three actions the change agent can utilize to support this 

step: acknowledging the negatives of the prior status quo, collaboration to work toward the new 

goal, and establishing models to implement the change (Lewin, 1951).  

In the final step of Lewin’s (1951) planned change model, the system must undergo 

refreezing (Lewin, 1951). This third step must take place after the desired change has been 

executed and ensures the system does not revert to the undesired status quo (Roussel, 2006; 

Lewin, 1951). During this step, there will be new values and traditions integrated into the 
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community (Kritsonis, 2005). Refreezing is a necessary final step to stabilize the driving force 

and restraining forces in the system to set the newest equilibrium (Lewin, 1951). 

Aligning this first step of the Change Management Model (1951), Kinsey (2010) 

recommends determining the perceived value of social media’s outreach capacity of Extension 

professionals that are currently using social media. Attitudes are an important characteristic of 

whether or not Extension professionals will utilize social media (Allen et al., 2014). The Change 

Management Model (1951) can be utilized to modify attitudes about social media use. Allen et 

al. (2014) implemented a training technique that began with an open conversation about attitudes 

and opinions on the use of social media, allowing participants to voice their concerns about 

safeguards and successes. This training technique can align with the first step of Lewin’s (1951) 

planned change model (see figure 2.3). Unfreezing can begin with an open identification of 

restraining forces and the existing status quo of Extension’s current social media status 

(Kritsonis, 2005).  

 

 

 

 



www.manaraa.com

 

29 

 

Figure 2.3 Technical Support Efforts Management Model 

 

Summary 

This review of literature examined Extension’s engagement with audiences, social media 

as a tool for Extension, social media technical support efforts, social media barriers for Extension 

agents, professional development and competency, social media support efforts, and social media 

training resources. The Change Management Model (1951) guided the research for this study, 

assists with change and continuous delivery of best practices (Roussel, 2006). This a useful 

model to use when assessing the best practices for providing social media technical support 

efforts to Extension agents. The accumulation of scholarly literature revealed Extension 

professionals are not utilizing social media practices to their fullest potential, despite social 

media’s growing popularity.  The literature also suggests Extension systems as a whole should 

pay attention to technology uses, trends, and demographic changes as they are reshaping non-

formal education (Diem et al., 2011). If Extension systems wish to continue to grow support for 

their services, Diem et al. (2011) suggest they should put more energy into reaching future 

generations who could benefit from Extension’s many services. 
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Social media has become a standard form of receiving information, especially for 

younger generations.  The need for Extension professionals to utilize social media is evident, 

indicating social media is an important tool for engagement with audiences and disseminate 

information. Social media has the potential for Extension professionals to access a free platform 

to promote Extension, maintain constant interaction with their audiences, and disseminate 

information to a broader range of clientele over other methods traditional channels of 

communication (Kinsley, 2010). Planned change theory has been previously used to implement 

change among organizations and groups and can be used to implement change related to this 

study, such as improving Extension professionals’ social media use. Based on Alotaibi’s (2018) 

findings, the facilitation of future social media technical support efforts should focus on 

providing Extension professionals with time management skills for updating content, skills for 

using social media effectively, composition and demographics of clients, and increasing interests 

for both the Extension professional and client. Although we recognize the importance of 

developing social media training, little evaluation has been done to determine whether or not 

social media technical support efforts produced by the MSU-ES Ag Comm. unit have an 

effective output with changing social media use for Extension professionals. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

This study investigated social media competency levels of Extension agents at 

Mississippi State University. This study also explored whether technical support efforts, 

provided by Extension's communication department, has an effect on agents’ social media 

competency. This chapter provides an outline of the research design, the study’s population, 

instrumentation procedures, data collection procedures, and data analysis. The purpose of this 

study was to determine Extension agents’ social media competency levels. The research 

objectives are: 

1. Describe the Extension agents’ change in self-reported social media competencies 

before and after treatment. 

 

2. Examine the relationship between Extension agents’ self-reported social media 

competencies and the following variables: gender, age, years serving Extension, 

and type of duties.  

 

The results of this study will inform prioritization efforts for future social media 

competency training in the areas of technical usability (TU), content interpretation (CI), content 

generation (CG), and anticipatory reflection (AR) as described by Zhu et al. (2018). 

Research Design 

This study employed a retrospective pretest-posttest design (see figure 3.1), as described 

by Campbell and Stanley (1963). This design allows for the participants to reflect on a specific 

pretest period during the time of the posttest (O’Leary and Israel, 2013). During the posttest, 
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participants asked to rate the same list of survey items, reflecting on two time frames: “now” and 

“then” (before treatment and after treatment) (Little et al., 2019, p. 1) (see Table 3.1). O’Leary 

and Israel (2013) recommend the use of retrospective pretest design when measuring knowledge 

perceptions and when there is a limited timeframe. By participating in a treatment or intervention 

retrospectively, participates are “actively aware” of their previous attitudes, and thus they are 

more capable of reflecting their prior attitudes when compared to their current attitudes (Little et 

al., 2019). 

 

Figure 3.1 Retrospective Pretest-Posttest Design 

Little et al. (2019) describes the retrospective pretest as the “traditional gold standard” for 

evaluating programs or interventions effect. Traditional pretest-posttest designs are susceptible to 

response-shift bias after participants partake in a program; participants are suspect to potentially 

skew pretest reports due to limited pre-intervention knowledge (O’Leary & Israel, 2013). The 

retrospective pretest has been deemed as an accurate assessment measure for the participants’ 

perception of change due to the intervention because each set of questions use the same frame of 

reference and participants can easily determine their functional baseline (Allen & Nimon, 2007). 
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Based on Campbell and Stanley’s (1963) explanation of retrospective pretest-posttest design, this 

experimental design was deemed most appropriate for this study.  

Table 3.1 Retrospective Pretest-Posttest Design 

Treatment Group Treatment Retrospective Pretest Posttest 

1 X1 O1 O2 
2 X2 O1 O2 
3 X3 O1 O2 
4 - - O2 

Note: O = Survey 

X = Treatment 

Population and Sampling 

The population for this study was county Extension agents employed through Mississippi 

State University’s Extension Service. The population for this study was 157 county Extension 

agents (N = 157). It is important to note that for the purpose of this study, all employees 

classified as a MSU-ES county Extension agent were included regardless of their funding source 

or primary responsibility. Primary responsibilities for the Extension agents fell under agriculture 

and natural resources (ANR), family and consumer science (FCS), 4-H, and community resource 

development (CRD). This study also included county agents for community wellness planners 

and AIM for Change (Advancing, Inspiring, and Motivating for Community Health through 

Extension) agents.  

The Director of Mississippi State University Extension, Dr. Gary Jackson, granted the 

researcher approval to conduct this study with Extension professionals. The researcher also 

sought approval from the Head of the Office of Agricultural Communications, Ms. Elizabeth 

North, to use and develop resources for this study. The researcher received a list of the Extension 

agents’ emails and NetID numbers from Dr. Randy Loper, Head of the Extension Center for 
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Technical Outreach. The list of NetID numbers were randomized using a true randomness 

generator and divided into the four treatment groups. Each agent’s email is connected to a NetID, 

granted them access to a learning management system called Canvas. 

Treatment Groups 

Three groups received treatment and one control group. The social media support effort 

provided to each treatment group varied. The population of county Extension agents (N = 157) 

was randomly assigned to one of the three treatment groups or the control group (Fraenkel et al., 

2015). Each treatment group was provided with a training that covered the following topic areas: 

an explanation of why Extension offices should use social media, using Facebook events, using 

groups features, using Facebook live, posting videos, posting pictures, updating profile pictures, 

updating cover photos, using ads, and examples of posts using best practices.   

Guidelines Treatment Group 

This treatment group (𝑋1 = 39) was provided an up-to-date best practices guideline (See 

Appendix B) on Canvas. This two page guideline contains the prominent points for best practices 

for using social media in compliance with MSU-ES branding and identify policies. The guideline 

provided a brief overview of the importance of social media use to promote the Extension brand 

and how to locate a social media request form in Workzone for new accounts. The best practices 

guidelines cover the following topics: representing Extension accounts, post frequency, 

accessing accounts, post content, Facebook events, sharing links to websites, responding to 

accounts, using Extension logos, cover photos, interacting with media, using hashtags, promoting 

non-Extension affiliated accounts, respectful communication, identifying minors, and photo 

release forms. After 30 days, a survey was published to Canvas for this treatment group. 
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Video Series Treatment Group 

This treatment group (𝑋2 = 39) was given access to a series of online videos. There were 

18 videos split into two modules – best practices videos and tutorial videos.  The module for the 

best practices videos contained a series of videos covering the following topics areas: an 

introduction to social media best practices, an overview of social media best practices, posting, 

Facebook events, Facebook groups, Facebook live, Facebook videos, good examples from 

Facebook, and a Facebook page checklist. The videos in the best practices module were 

approximately three minutes or less in length. The module with tutorial videos contained a series 

of technical tutorials on how to step-by-step use the following functions on Facebook: upload 

links, upload pictures, upload photo albums, edit posts, schedule posts, edit scheduled posts, 

upload videos, delete posts, and create events. The videos in the tutorial module were 

approximately 30 seconds to 60 seconds in length. After 30 days, a survey was published to 

Canvas for the video series treatment group. 

Webinar Treatment Group 

The final treatment group (𝑋3 = 39) was provide with an online live webinar that lasted 

for approximately 21 minutes (Appendix C). The webinar was designed to replicate a face-to-

face professional development training. The social media special for MSU-ES presented the 

webinar and ended with an open question forum. Participants received instruction on their 

Canvas main page that the live webinar was scheduled for November 14, which was 10 days 

after the participants were given access to the Canvas course. The webinar covered the following 

topics: introduction, purpose, accessing the best practices guidelines, an overview of Workzone, 

an overview of best practices, social media and minors. The webinar was recorded and made 
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available for the participants to review on Canvas immediately after the initial live training. After 

30 days, a survey was published to Canvas for this treatment group. 

Control Group 

The participants (𝑋4 = 40) in the control group did not receive treatment or social media 

training of any kind during the time of this study. The control group was allowed to access their 

survey immediately from the Canvas home page. 

Instrumentation Procedures 

 Data were collected through a link made available through Canvas and a questionnaire 

sent via email directly to participants in each group. The questionnaire used in this study was a 

modified 28-question survey adapted from a social media competency (SMC) instrument created 

by Zhu et al. (2018). Zhu et al. (2018) developed the Social Media Competency Scale for 

College Students (SMCS-CS) by assessing other SMC instruments and keeping content that were 

identifiable with the four predetermined dimensions: technical usability (TU), content 

interpretation (CI), content generation (CG), and anticipatory reflection (AR). Zhu et al. (2018) 

then removed items that were not cross-disciplinary in the context of college students.  

There were four dimensions to the SMC that indicate social media competency 

● The first section is technical usability (TU), which is the user’s ability to operate within 

social media environments, 

 

● The second section is content interpretation (CI), which is the user’s ability to filter 

content and extract an appropriate meaning, 

 

● The third section is content generation (CG), which is the user’s ability to communicate, 

convey, beliefs, and meaningful negotiates with others, 

 

● The final section is anticipatory reflection (AR), which is the user’s ability to be self-

aware of one’s actions and others’ perceptions before generating content Zhu et al., 2018, 

p. 4). 
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Zhu et al. (2018) conducted an exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses and found 

the instrument had no signs of deficiency in its validity or reliability when measuring social 

media competency. Cronbach alpha was run to determine reliability and findings exceed the 

acceptable Cronbach’s alpha level of .70 for scale development, indicating internal consistency 

(Zhu et al., 2018). Zhu (2018) found “the subscale coefficient values for each dimension were as 

follows: .92 for TU, 94 for CI, .95 for CG, and .95 for AR.” (p. 12).  

Just as Zhu et al. (2018) had removed items from the instrument that were not cross-

disciplinary in the context of higher education, items that were not cross-disciplinary to 

Extension professionals were removed before the instrument was employed for this study. Items 

were also modified to fit the context of professional Facebook use in conjunction with MSU-ES. 

The instrument was reviewed by a panel of experts in agricultural communication and Extension 

education related fields also checked for face and content validity of the instrument.  

Data Collection Procedures 

For this study, an online questionnaire was used for data collection due to the study’s 

population being scattered across the state of Mississippi (Sue & Ritter, 2012). Extension agents 

have access to the Internet at their places of employment, and each employee of MSU-ES is 

provided with a professional email (Millar & Dillman, 2011). The researcher was given a list of 

Extension agent’s emails and NetID number. Each agent was randomly assigned to one of the 

four groups. Each county Extension agent has a NetID number which allows them to access 

university services, including Canvas (Mississippi State University Information Technology 

Services, 2019). As of 2019, Mississippi State University used the learning management system 

Canvas by Instructure for instructions to deliver online courses to students through the 

university. A total of four Canvas courses were created for this study; a treatment was made 
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available on each Canvas course. Approval was granted by the Mississippi State University 

Institutional Review Board to conduct this study on August 30, 2019 (Appendix D). 

An invitation to participate in a Canvas was sent to agents on November 4, 2019. Agents 

that accepted the invitation to participate in the Canvas course were then allowed to access the 

treatment they have been assigned on Canvas. Each Canvas course had instructions available on 

the main page that provided the participant with a description of the treatment available to them 

and informing them that there would a survey published to Canvas after 30 days. The control 

group received instructions to take the survey which was immediately available to their Canvas 

course. 

Four separate surveys were created for each treatment group and administered through 

Qualtrics. After 30 days, a questionnaire was made available to all participants in the study. A 

consent form was included at the beginning of the questionnaires (see Appendix E), this form 

informed participants of the study’s purpose, their voluntary participation, and the researcher’s 

contact information. Participants had an option to select if they consented to participate in this 

study if they chose not to consent, the survey was structured to route them to the end of the 

questionnaire.  

Due to a lack of participation in completing the survey, participants from each group 

were then emailed a link that routed them directly to the Qualtrics survey. Monroe and Adams 

(2012) recommend that an Extension administrator contact participants with a reminder 

questionnaire after two weeks and again after four weeks. Extension professionals were given 

access to the questionnaire after 30 days (December 4, 2019); two weeks later, an Extension 

administer email participants the questionnaire (December 13, 2019). Monroe and Adams’ 
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(2012) method was slightly modified due to university holidays. A final questionnaire was sent 

to participants after four weeks (January 1, 2020).  

Analysis 

 The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) version 26 was used to perform all 

statistical analyses in this study. Before analysis, the researcher filtered the data set after 

downloading the data file from Qualtrics, removing incomplete datasets and datasets of 

participants who did not give consent to participate in the study. After which descriptive 

statistics, such as frequencies and percentages, were used to summarize data of demographic 

characteristics.  

 Objective one was to describe Extension agents’ change in self-reported social media 

competencies as determined by questions answered on the surveys based on the pretests and the 

posttests. Paired t-tests are frequently used to compare before-and-after observations of the 

subjects (Shier, 2004). Means and standard deviations were calculated to determine the overall 

pretest and posttest scores for social media competency. A paired t-test was used to compare the 

pretest and the posttest means of each treatment group. To further investigate statistical 

significance, means and standard deviations were then calculated for each of the four constructs 

(technical usability, content interpretation, content generation, and anticipatory reflection) for the 

pretest and posttest of the treatment group. The four groups have one independent variable (i.e., 

perceived social media competency), because of this it is suggested that a one-way analysis of 

variance (ANOVA) tests was used to determine whether there were any statistically significant 

differences between the means of treatment groups and the control group (Mackenzie, 2018). 

The posttest means from the three treatment groups were then compared to each other using a 
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one-way ANOVA, and the posttest means from the three treatment groups were then compared 

to the mean from the control groups using a one-way ANOVA.  

Objective two was to examine the relationship between Extension agents’ self-reported 

social media competencies and the following variables: gender, age, years serving Extension, 

and type of duties. A multiple linear regression analysis was run using the forced entry method to 

describe the relationships of the overall mean (independent variable) and the dependent variables 

(gender, age, years serving Extension, and type of duties). The strength of relationships was 

reported by using Davis (1971) coefficient conventions: r = .00 to .09 is negligible, r = .10 to .29 

is low, r = .30 to .49 is moderate, r = .50 to .69 is substantial, and r = .70 to 100 is very strong. 

Cohen (1988) describes the effect size of the correlation coefficient r classified as r =.10 is small, 

r =.30 is medium, or r =.50 is large. An alpha value of less than .05 was considered statistically 

significant for all analyses. 
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CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS AND FINDINGS 

This study’s purpose was to investigate social media competency levels of Extension 

agents. This study explored whether technical training, provided by Extension's communication 

department has an effect on agents’ social media competency. This chapter involves two 

sections, and these sections address the two objectives that guided this study. The first objective 

was to describe Extension agents’ change in self-reported social media competencies before and 

after treatment. The second objective was to examine the relationship between Extension agents’ 

self-reported social media competencies and the following variables: gender, age, years serving 

Extension, and type of duties. The results of this study will inform prioritization efforts for future 

social media competency training in the areas of technical usability (TU), content interpretation 

(CI), content generation (CG), and anticipatory reflection (AR) as described by Zhu et al. (2018). 

Demographics  

In total, there were 34 participants (n = 34) who completed took part in the study (Table 

4.1). Of the participants, 15 were male (44.1%), and 19 were female (55.9%). Only one 

participant identified being between the age of 18-24 (2.9%), 10 participants identified as being 

between the ages of 25-34 (29.4%), ten participants identified being between the ages 35-44 

(29.4%), eight participants identified being between the ages of 45-54 (23.5%), four participants 
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identified as being between the ages of 55-64 (11.8%), and only one participant identified as 

being 65 or older (2.9%).   

Due to a low frequency of participants who identified as serving in a given year, years 

were grouped into years of serving by intervals of five years. Eleven participants identified as 

serving as an Extension agent for five or fewer years (32.4%).  Nine participants identified as 

serving as an Extension agent for six to 10 years (26.4%). Eight participants identified as serving 

as an Extension agent for 11 to 15 years (23.5%). Two participants identified as serving as an 

Extension agent for 16 to 20 years (5.9%). Four participants identified as serving as an Extension 

agent for 21 or more years (11.8%).   

Two participants identified as an Extension agent with Community Wellness (5.9%). 

Only one participant identified as being an Extension agent with AIM for Change (2.9%). 

Seventeen participants identified as being Extension agents with primarily ANR duties (50%). 

Eight participants identified as being Extension agents with primarily FCS duties (18.6%). Five 

participants identified as being Extension agents with primarily 4-H duties (14.7%). Only one 

participant identified as being an Extension agent with primarily CRD duties (2.9%) 
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Table 4.1 Overall Demographics of Participants (n = 34) 

Variable Category f % 

Gender 
Male 15 44.1 

Female 19 55.9 

Age Group 

18-24 1 2.9 

25-34 10 29.4 

35-44 10 29.4 

45-54 8 23.5 

55-64 4 11.8 

65+ 1 2.9 

Years serving 

Extension 

5 or fewer 11 32.4 

6-10 9 26.4 

11-15 8 23.5 

16-20 2 5.9 

21+ 4 11.8 

Type of Extension 

Community Wellness Agent 2 5.9 

Aim for Change Agent 1 2.9 

ANR 17 50 

FCS 8 23.5 

4-H 5 14.7 

CRD 1 2.9 

Note: “-” indicates missing data. 

The guidelines treatment group (N = 39) had seven participants complete both the 

training and the survey (n = 7), 28.6% were male (n = 2) and 71.4% were female (n = 5) and all 

participants were 35 years of age or older (Table 4.2).  Of the participants in guidelines treatment 

group, two participants (28.6%) self-identified as having served as an Extension agent for six to 

10 years, three participants (42.9%) self-identified as having served as an Extension agent for 11-

15 years, and two participants (28.6%) self-identified as having served as an Extension agent for 

21 or more years. Only one participant (14.3%) identified as having primary duties as a 

Community Wellness agent, three participants (42.9%) identified as having primary duties as an 

ANR agent, two participants (28.6%) identified as having primary duties as a FCS agent, and 

only one (14.3%) participant identified as having primary duties as a 4-H agent. No participants 
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from the guidelines treatment group identified as being an AIM for Change agent or having 

primary duties as a CRD agent (Table 4.2). 

Table 4.2 Demographics of Participants in Guidelines Treatment Group (n = 7) 

Variable Category f % 

Gender 
Male 2 28.6 

Female 5 71.4 

Age Group 

18-24 - - 

25-34 - - 

35-44 2 28.6 

45-54 3 42.9 

55-64 1 14.3 

65+ 1 14.3 

Years serving 

Extension 

1 or fewer - - 

6-10 2 28.6 

11-15 3 42.9 

16-20 - - 

21+ 2 28.6 

Type of Extension 

Community Wellness Agent 1 14.3 

Aim for Change Agent - - 

ANR 3 42.9 

FCS 2 28.6 

4-H 1 14.3 

CRD - - 

Note: “-” indicates missing data. 

The video series treatment group (N = 39) had six participants complete both the training 

and the survey (n = 6), 50% were male (n = 3) and 50% were female (n = 3) (Table 4.3). Three 

participants (50%) self-reported being between the ages of 25-34, two participants (33.3%) self-

reported being between the ages of 35-44, and only one participant (16.7%) self-reported being 

between the ages of 45-54. No participants from the video series treatment group self-reported 

being younger than 25 or older than 55. Of the participants in the video series treatment group, 

two participants (33.3%) self-identified as having served as an Extension agent for one year or 

less, two participants (33.3%) self-identified as having served as an Extension agent for 6-10 
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years, one participant (16.7%) self-identified as having served as an Extension agent for 11-15 

years, and one participant (16.7%) self-identified as having served as an extension agent for 16-

20 years. No participants identified as having served from Extension for 21 years or more. Three 

participants (50%) identified as having primary duties as ANR agents and three participants 

(50%) identified as having primary duties as a 4-H agent. No participants from the video series 

treatment group identified as being a Community Wellness Agent, AIM for Change agent or 

having primary duties as a or FCS or CRD agent (Table 4.3). 

Table 4.3 Demographics of Participants in Video Series Treatment Group (n = 6) 

Variable Category f % 

Gender 
Male 3 50 

Female 3 50 

Age Group 

18-24 - - 

25-34 3 50 

35-44 2 33.3 

45-54 1 16.7 

55-64 - - 

65+ - - 

Years serving 

Extension 

1 or fewer 2 33.3 

6-10 2 33.3 

11-15 1 16.7 

16-20 1 16.7 

21+ - - 

Type of Extension 

Community Wellness Agent - - 

Aim for Change Agent - - 

ANR 3 50 

FCS - - 

4-H 3 50 

CRD - - 

Note: “-” indicates missing data. 

The webinar treatment group (N = 39) only had four participants who completed the 

training and the survey (n = 4), 25% were male (n = 1) and 75% were female (n = 3) (Table 4.4). 

One participant (25%) self-reported being between the ages of 35-44, two participants (50%) 
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self-reported being between the ages of 45-54, and only one participant (25%) self-reported 

being between the ages of 55-64. No participants from the webinar treatment group self-reported 

being younger than 35 or older than 64. Of the participants in webinar treatment group, one 

participant (25.5%) reported as having served as an Extension agent for one year or less, one 

participant (25%) self-identified as having served as an Extension agent for 6-10 years, one 

participant (25%) self-identified as having served as an Extension agent for 16-20 years, and one 

participant (16.7%) self-identified as having served as an Extension agent for 21 years or more. 

No participants identified as having served as an Extension agent for 11-15 years. One 

participant (25%) identified as having primary duties as an ANR agents, one participant (25%) 

identified as primary duties as a FCS agent, one participant (25%) identified as primary duties as 

a 4-H agent, and one participant (25%) identified as having primary duties with CRD. No 

participants from the webinar treatment group identified as having duties with Community 

Wellness Agent and AIM for Change (Table 4.4). 
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Table 4.4 Demographics of Participants in Webinar Treatment Group (n = 4) 

Variable Category f % 

Gender 
Male 1 25 

Female 3 75 

Age Group 

18-24 - - 

25-34 - - 

35-44 1 25 

45-54 2 50 

55-64 1 25 

65+ - - 

Years serving 

Extension 

1 or fewer 1 25 

6-10 1 25 

11-15 - - 

16-20 1 25 

21+ 1 25 

Type of Extension 

Community Wellness Agent - - 

Aim for Change Agent - - 

ANR 1 25 

FCS 1 25 

4-H 1 25 

CRD 1 25 

Note: “-” indicates missing data. 

Of the Extension agents assigned to the control group (N = 40) there were 17 who 

completed the survey (n = 17), 52.9% were male (n = 9) and 47.1% were female (n = 8) (Table 

4.5). One participant (5.9%) self-reported being between the ages of 18-24, seven participants 

(41.2%) self-reported being between the ages of 25-34, five participants (29.4%) self-reported 

being between the ages of 35-44, two participants (11.8%) self-reported being between the ages 

of 45-54, and two participants (11.8%) self-reported being between the ages of 55-64. No 

participants from the control group self-reported being 65 years of age or older. Of the 

participants in the control group, eight participants (47%) reported as having served as an 

Extension agent for one year or less, four participants (23.5%) self-identified as having served as 

an Extension agent for 6-10 years, four participants (23.5%) self-identified as having served as 
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an Extension agent for 11-15 years, and one participant (5.9%) self-identified as having served as 

an Extension agent for 21 years or more. No participants identified as having served as an 

Extension agent for 16-20 years. One participant (5.9%) identified as having primary duties as a 

Community Wellness agent, one participant (5.9%) identified as primary duties as n AIM for 

Change agent, 10 participants (58.8%) identified as primary duties as an ANR agent, and five 

participant (29.4%) identified as having primary duties with FCS. No participants from the 

control group identified as having duties with 4-H or CRD (Table 4.5). 

Table 4.5 Demographics of Participants in Control (n = 17) 

Variable Category f % 

Gender 
Male 9 52.9 

Female 8 47.1 

Age Group 

18-24 1 5.9 

25-34 7 41.2 

35-44 5 29.4 

45-54 2 11.8 

55-64 2 11.8 

65+ - - 

Years serving 

Extension 

1 or fewer 8 47 

6-10 4 23.5 

11-15 4 23.5 

16-20 - - 

21+ 1 5.9 

Type of Extension 

Community Wellness 

Agent 

1 5.9 

Aim for Change Agent 1 5.9 

ANR 10 58.8 

FCS 5 29.4 

4-H - - 

CRD - - 

Note: “-” indicates missing data. 
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Objective One 

Describe Extension agents’ change in self-reported social media competencies. 

There were seven participants (n = 7) who completed the survey in the guidelines 

treatment group. Based on the pretest scores of the social media competency survey, the 

guidelines treatment group had a moderate to high perceived competency for social media (M = 

4.02, SD = .82).  The guidelines treatment group participant’s mean on the pretest ranged from 

“2.76” to “4.86.” Guidelines treatment group (treatment group 1) received a treatment of the best 

practices guideline. Based on the posttest scores, the guidelines treatment group had a high 

perceived competency for social media (M = 4.37, SD = .48). Participant’s mean on the posttest 

ranged from “3.43” to “4.90.” There was a reported .32 increase (MD = .32) between the pretest 

and posttest from the guidelines treatment group. Overall, the participants of the guidelines 

treatment group (n = 7) had an increase in their perceived SMC levels; there was a statistically 

significant difference in the pretest score for perceived SMC (M = 4.05, SD = .78) and the 

posttest score for perceived SMC (M = 4.37, SD = .48); t(6) = -2.48, p = 0.049 (Table 4.6). 

There were six participants (n = 6) who completed the survey in the video series 

treatment group. Based on the pretest scores of the social media competency survey, video series 

treatment group had a high perceived competency for social media (M = 4.60, SD = .52). Video 

series treatment group participant’s mean on the pretest ranged from “3.85” to “4.90.”  Video 

series treatment group (treatment group 2) received a treatment of a series of videos. Based on 

the posttest scores, video series treatment group had a high perceived competency for social 

media (M = 4.57, SD = .46). Participant’s mean on the posttest ranged from “3.90” to “5.00.” 

There was a reported decrease (MD = -.04) between the pretest and posttest from video series 
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treatment group. Overall, the participants of the video series treatment group (n = 6) had 

a decrease in their perceived SMC levels after receiving the treatment (MD = -.04); there was no 

statistically significant difference in the pretest score for perceived SMC (M = 4.60, SD = .52) 

and the posttest score for perceived SMC (M = 4.57, SD = .46); t(5) = .10, p = 0.93 (Table 4.6).  

There were four participants (n = 4) who completed the survey in the webinar treatment 

group. Based on the pretest scores of the social media competency survey, the webinar treatment 

group had a high perceived competency for social media (M = 4.24, SD = .28). The webinar 

treatment group participant’s mean on the pretest ranged from “3.97” to “4.52.” The webinar 

treatment group (treatment group 3) received a treatment of a live webinar. Based on the posttest 

scores, webinar treatment group had a moderate perceived competency for social media (M = 

3.99, SD = .68). Participant’s mean on the posttest ranged from “3.00” to “4.52.” There was a 

reported decrease (MD = -.25) between the pretest and posttest from webinar treatment group. 

Overall, the participants of the webinar treatment group (n = 4) had a decrease in their perceived 

SMC levels; there was no statistically significant difference in the pretest score for perceived 

SMC (M = 4.24, SD = .28) and the posttest score for perceived SMC (M = 3.99, SD = .68); t(3) = 

.62, p = 0.58 (Table 4.6). 

Table 4.6 Overall Means and Standard Deviations of Treatment Groups 

Treatment Groups 
 Pretest Posttest    

n M SD M SD t df p 

Guidelines 7 4.02 .82 4.37 .48 -2.46 6 .049* 

Video series 6 4.60 .52 4.57 .46 .10 5 .93 

Webinar 4 4.24 .28 3.99 .68 .62 3 .58 

Note: Responses based on a 5-point rating scale with 5 = strongly agree and 1 = strongly 

disagree. *p < .05. 
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There were 17 participants (n = 17) who completed the survey for the control group. 

Based on the scores of the social media competency survey, the control group had a moderate to 

high perceived competency for social media (M = 4.25, SD = .60) (Table 4.11). The control 

groups mean ranged from “3.14” to “4.93.” The control did not receive treatment or a posttest 

(Table 4.7). 

Table 4.7 Means and Standard Deviations Overall Score of Control Group 

Group n M SD 

Control Group 17 4.25 .60 

Note: Responses based on a 5-point rating scale with 5 = strongly agree and 1 = strongly 

disagree. 

Constructs Findings 

Each construct for the guidelines treatment group was further investigated. The construct 

for technical usability (TU) combined questions one through five of the survey (Appendix E). 

Participants’ perceptions of their TU indicated that their scores closely aligned between the 

“neither agree or disagree” and “somewhat agree” categories (M = 3.87, SD = 1.176) (Table 4.8).  

The mean from the pretest TU construct ranged from “2.00” to “5.00.” Posttest analysis of the 

TU contrast indicated that participants scores closely aligned between the “somewhat agree” to 

“strongly agree” categories (M = 4.49, SD = 0.52). The mean from the posttest construct of TU 

ranged from “3.80” to “5.00.” There was a reported .62 increase (MD = .62) between the pretest 

and posttest for the contrast of TU in group 1. Overall, for the TU construct for the guidelines 

treatment group (n = 7) there was an increase in their perceived SMC levels; there was no 

statistically significant difference in the pretest score for the TU construct (M = 3.87, SD = 
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1.176) and the posttest score for the TU construct (M = 4.49, SD = .52); t(6) = -2.41, p = 0.053 

(Table 4.8). 

The construct for content interpretation (CI) combined questions six through 12 of the 

survey. Participants’ perceptions of their CI indicated that their scores closely aligned between 

the “somewhat agree” categories (M = 4.11, SD = 0.94) (Table 4.8).  The mean from the pretest 

CI constructs range from “2.25” to “5.00.” Posttest analysis of the CI contrast indicated that 

participants’ scores closely aligned between the “somewhat agree” to “strongly agree” categories 

(M = 4.59, SD = 0.51). The mean from the posttest construct of CI ranged from “3.80” to “5.00.” 

There was a reported .48 increase (MD = .48) between the pretest and posttest for the contrast of 

CI in group 1. Overall, for the CI construct for the guidelines treatment group (n = 7) there was 

an increase in their perceived SMC levels; there was a statistically significant difference in the 

pretest score for the CI construct (M = 4.11, SD = 0.94) and the posttest score for the CI 

construct (M = 4.59, SD = .51); t(6) = -2.68, p = 0.036 (Table 4.8). 

  The construct for content generation (CG) combined questions 13 through 19 of the 

survey. Participants pretest perceptions of their CG indicated that their scores closely aligned 

between the “neither agree or disagree” and “somewhat agree” categories (M = 3.82, SD = 0.87) 

(Table 4.8).  The mean from the pretest CI construct range from “2.71” to “5.00.” Posttest 

analysis of the CG contrast indicated that participants scores closely aligned to the “somewhat 

agree” category (M = 4.12, SD = 0.75). The mean from the posttest construct of CG ranged from 

“2.57” to “4.71.” There was a reported .30 increase (MD = .30) between the pretest and posttest 

for the contrast of CG in group 1. While that was an overall increase in perception, it should be 

noted that some participant’s mean in the construct of CG slightly decreased. Overall, for the CG 
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construct for the guidelines treatment group (n = 7) there was an increase in their perceived SMC 

levels; there was no statistically significant difference in the pretest score for the CG construct 

(M = 3.82, SD = 0.87) and the posttest score for the CG construct (M = 4.12, SD = .75); t(6) = -

1.27, p = 0.036 (Table 4.8). 

The construct for anticipatory reflection (AR) combined questions 20 through 28 of the 

survey. Participants pretest perceptions of their AR indicated that their scores closely aligned 

with the “somewhat agree” category (M = 4.27, SD = 0.50) (Table 4.8).  The mean from the 

pretest AR construct range from “3.56” to “5.00.” Posttest analysis of the AR contrast indicated 

that participants scores closely aligned to the “somewhat agree” category (M = 4.30, SD = 0.42). 

The mean from the posttest construct of AR ranged from “3.78” to “5.00.” There was a reported 

.03 increase (MD = .03) between the pretest and posttest for the contrast of AR in group 1. 

Overall, for the AR construct for the guidelines treatment group (n = 7) there was an increase in 

their perceived SMC levels; there was a statistically significant difference in the pretest score for 

the AR construct (M = 4.27, SD = 0.50) and the posttest score for the CI construct (M = 4.30, SD 

= .42); t(6) = -.58, p = 0.58 (Table 4.8). 

Table 4.8 Means and Standard Deviations of Paired Samples for Guidelines Treatment 

Group 

Constructs 
 Pretest Posttest    

n M SD M SD t df p 

Technical usability (TU) 7 3.87 1.18 4.49 0.52 -2.41 6 0.053 

Content interpretation (CI) 7 4.11 0.94 4.59 0.51 -2.68 6 0.036* 

Content generation (CG) 7 3.82 0.87 4.12 0.75 -1.27 6 0.25 

Anticipatory reflection (AR) 7 4.27 0.50 4.30 0.42 -.58 6 0.58 

Note: Responses based on a 5-point rating scale with 5 = strongly agree and 1 = strongly 

disagree. *p < .05. 
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Each construct for the video series treatment group was further investigated. The 

construct for technical usability (TU) combined questions one through five of the survey. 

Participants perceptions of their TU indicated that their scores closely aligned between the 

“somewhat agree” and “strongly agree” categories (M = 4.60, SD = 0.52) (Table 4.9).  The mean 

from the pretest TU construct ranged from “3.60” to “5.00.” Posttest analysis of the TU contrast 

indicated that participants scores closely aligned between the “somewhat agree” to “strongly 

agree” categories (M = 4.57, SD = 0.46). The mean from the posttest construct of TU ranged 

from “4.00” to “5.00.” There was a reported .03 decrease (MD = .03) between the pretest and 

posttest for the contrast of TU in video series treatment group. It should be noted that some 

participant’s mean in the construct of TU slightly decreased. Overall, for the TU construct for the 

video series treatment group (n = 6) there was a decrease in their perceived SMC levels; there 

was no statistically significant difference in the pretest score for the TU construct (M = 4.60, SD 

= 0.52) and the posttest score for the TU construct (M = 4.57, SD = .46); t(5) = .10, p = 0.93 

(Table 4.9). 

The construct for content interpretation (CI) combined questions six through 12 of the 

survey. Participants pretest perceptions of their CI indicated that their scores closely aligned 

between the “somewhat agree” and “strongly agree” categories (M = 4.46, SD = 0.64) (Table 

4.9).  The mean from the pretest CI construct range from “3.50” to “5.00.” Posttest analysis of 

the CI contrast indicated that participants scores closely aligned between the “somewhat agree” 

to “strongly agree” categories (M = 4.62, SD = 0.49). The mean from the posttest construct of CI 

ranged from “4.00” to “5.00.” There was a reported .16 increase (MD = .16) between the pretest 

and posttest for the contrast of CI in the video series treatment group. Overall, for the CI 
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construct for the video series treatment group (n = 6) there was a decrease in their perceived 

SMC levels; there was no statistically significant difference in the pretest score for the CI 

construct (M =4.46, SD = 0.64) and the posttest score for the CI construct (M = 4.62, SD = .49); 

t(5) = -.40, p = 0.71 (Table 4.9). 

The construct for content generation (CG) combined questions 13 through 19 of the 

survey. Participants pretest perceptions of their CG indicated that their scores closely aligned 

between the “somewhat agree” and “strongly agree” categories (M = 4.48, SD = 0.48) (Table 

4.9).  The mean from the pretest CG construct range from “3.86” to “5.00.” Posttest analysis of 

the CG contrast indicated that participants scores closely aligned to the “somewhat agree” 

category (M = 4.60, SD = 0.58). The mean from the posttest construct of CG ranged from “3.71” 

to “5.00.” There was a reported .12 increase (MD = .12) between the pretest and posttest for the 

contrast of CG in video series treatment group. While that was an overall increase in perception, 

it should be noted that some participant’s mean in the construct of CG slightly decreased. 

Overall, for the CG construct for the video series treatment group (n = 6) there was a decrease in 

their perceived SMC levels; there was no statistically significant difference in the pretest score 

for the CG construct (M =4.48, SD = 0.48) and the posttest score for the CG construct (M = 4.60, 

SD = .58); t(5) = -.31, p = 0.77 (Table 4.9). 

The construct for anticipatory reflection (AR) combined questions 20 through 28 of the 

survey. Participants pretest perceptions of their AR indicated that their scores closely aligned 

between the “somewhat agree” and “strongly agree” categories (M = 4.56, SD = 0.31) (Table 

4.9).  The mean from the pretest AR constructs range from “4.11” to “5.00.” Posttest analysis of 

the AR contrast indicated that participants scores closely aligned between the “somewhat agree” 
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and “strongly agree” categories (M = 4.48, SD = 0.57). The mean from the posttest construct of 

AR ranged from “3.67” to “5.00.” There was a reported .08 decrease (MD = .08) between the 

pretest and posttest for the contrast of AR in the video series treatment group. Overall, for the 

AR construct for the video series treatment group (n = 6) there was a decrease in their perceived 

SMC levels; there was no statistically significant difference in the pretest score for the AR 

construct (M =4.56, SD = 0.31) and the posttest score for the AR construct (M = 4.48, SD = .57); 

t(5) = .26, p = 0.81 (Table 4.9). 

Table 4.9 Means and Standard Deviations of Paired Samples for Video Series Treatment 

Group 

Constructs 
 Pretest Posttest    

n M SD M SD t df p 

Technical usability (TU) 6 4.60 0.52 4.57 0.46 .10 5 0.93 

Content interpretation (CI) 6 4.46 0.64 4.62 0.49 -.40 5 0.71 

Content generation (CG) 6 4.48 0.48 4.60 0.58 -.31 5 0.77 

Anticipatory reflection (AR) 6 4.56 0.31 4.48 0.57 .26 5 0.81 

Note: Responses based on a 5-point rating scale with 5 = strongly agree and 1 = strongly 

disagree. 

Each construct for the webinar treatment group was further investigated. The construct 

for technical usability (TU) combined questions one through five of the survey. Participants 

perceptions of their TU indicated that their scores closely aligned between the “somewhat agree” 

and “strongly agree” categories (M = 4.40, SD = 0.63) (Table 4.10).  The mean from the pretest 

TU construct ranged from “3.60” to “5.00.” Posttest analysis of the TU contrast indicated that 

participants scores closely aligned with the “somewhat agree” category (M = 4.05, SD = 0.61). 

The mean from the posttest construct of TU ranged from “3.00” to “4.80.” There was a reported 

.35 decrease (MD = .35) between the pretest and posttest for the contrast of TU in the webinar 
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treatment group. It should be noted that some participant’s mean in the construct of TU slightly 

decreased. Overall, for the TU construct for the webinar treatment group (n = 4), there was 

a decrease in their perceived SMC levels; there was no statistically significant difference in the 

pretest score for the TU construct (M =4.40, SD = 0.63) and the posttest score for the TU 

construct (M = 4.05, SD = .61); t(3) = .61, p = 0.58 (Table 4.10). 

The construct for content interpretation (CI) combined questions six through 12 of the 

survey. Participants pretest perceptions of their CI indicated that their scores closely aligned 

between the “somewhat agree” and “strongly agree” categories (M = 4.40, SD = 0.36) (Table 

4.10).  The mean from the pretest CI construct range from “4.00” to “4.83.” Posttest analysis of 

the CI contrast indicated that participants scores closely aligned with the “somewhat agree” 

category (M = 4.15, SD = 0.85). The mean from the posttest construct of CI ranged from “3.00” 

to “4.83.” There was a reported .25 decrease (MD = .25) between the pretest and posttest for the 

contrast of CI in webinar treatment group. Overall, for the CI construct for the webinar treatment 

group (n = 4) there was a decrease in their perceived SMC levels; there was no statistically 

significant difference in the pretest score for the CI construct (M =4.40, SD = 0.36) and the 

posttest score for the CI construct (M = 4.15, SD = .85); t(3) = .58, p = 0.60 (Table 4.10). 

  The construct for content generation (CG) combined questions 13 through 19 of the 

survey. Participants pretest perceptions of their CG indicated that their scores closely aligned 

between the “somewhat disagree” and “neither agree or disagree” categories (M = 3.82, SD = 

0.27) (Table 4.10).  The mean from the pretest CG construct ranges from “3.43” to “4.00.” 

Posttest analysis of the CG contrast indicated that participants scores closely aligned between the 

“somewhat disagree” and “neither agree or disagree” categories (M = 3.68, SD = 0.47). The 
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mean from the posttest construct of CG ranged from “3.00” to “4.00.” There was a reported .14 

decrease (MD = .14) between the pretest and posttest for the contrast of CG in webinar treatment 

group. It should be noted that some participant’s mean in the construct of CG slightly decreased. 

Overall, for the CG construct for the webinar treatment group (n = 4) there was a decrease in 

their perceived SMC levels; there was no statistically significant difference in the pretest score 

for the CG construct (M =3.82, SD = 0.27) and the posttest score for the CG construct (M = 3.68, 

SD = .47); t(3) = .58, p = 0.60 (Table 4.10). 

The construct for anticipatory reflection (AR) combined questions 20 through 28 of the 

survey. Participants pretest perceptions of their AR indicated that their scores closely aligned 

between the “somewhat agree” and “strongly agree” categories (M = 4.33, SD = 0.37) (Table 

4.10).  The mean from the pretest AR construct range from “3.78” to “4.56.” Posttest analysis of 

the AR contrast indicated that participants scores closely aligned with the “somewhat agree” 

category (M = 4.06, SD = 0.72). The mean from the posttest construct of AR ranged from “3.00” 

to “4.56.” There was a reported .27 decrease (MD = .27) between the pretest and posttest for the 

contrast of AR in webinar treatment group. Overall, for the AR construct for the webinar 

treatment group (n = 4) there was a decrease in their perceived SMC levels; there was no 

statistically significant difference in the pretest score for the AR construct (M =4.33, SD = 0.37) 

and the posttest score for the AR construct (M = 4.06, SD = .72); t(3) = .63, p = 0.57 (Table 

4.10).  
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Table 4.10 Means and Standard Deviations of Paired Samples for Webinar Treatment Group  

Constructs 
 Pretest Posttest    

n M SD M SD t df p 

Technical usability (TU) 4 4.40 0.63 4.05 0.75 .61 3 0.58 

Content interpretation (CI) 4 4.40 0.36 4.15 0.85 .58 3 0.60 

Content generation (CG) 4 3.82 0.27 3.68 0.47 .58 3 0.60 

Anticipatory reflection (AR) 4 4.33 0.37 4.06 0.72 .63 3 0.57 

Note: Responses based on a 5-point rating scale with 5 = strongly agree and 1 = strongly 

disagree. 

Each construct for the control group was further investigated. The construct for technical 

usability (TU) combined questions one through five of the survey. Participants perceptions of 

their TU indicated that their scores closely aligned between the “somewhat agree” and “strongly 

agree” categories (M = 4.38, SD = 0.75) (Table 4.11).  The mean from the TU construct ranged 

from “2.80” to “5.00.” The construct for content interpretation (CI) combined questions six 

through 12 of the survey. Participants pretest perceptions of their CI indicated that their scores 

closely aligned between the “somewhat agree” and “strongly agree” categories (M = 4.32, SD = 

0.65) (Table 4.11).  The mean from the pretest CI construct range from “2.88” to “5.00.”  The 

construct for content generation (CG) combined questions 13 through 19 of the survey. 

Participants pretest perceptions of their CG indicated that their scores closely aligned with the 

“somewhat agree” category (M = 4.08, SD = 0.96) (Table 4.11).  The mean from the pretest CG 

construct range from “1.67” to “5.00.” The construct for anticipatory reflection (AR) combined 

questions 20 through 28 of the survey. Participants pretest perceptions of their AR indicated that 

their scores closely aligned with the “somewhat agree” category (M = 4.22, SD = 0.48) (Table 

4.11).  The mean from the pretest AR construct range from “3.22” to “5.00.” Since the alpha 

value was greater than .05, the AR construct was not considered statistically significant. 
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Table 4.11  Means and Standard Deviations of Constructs from Control Group 

Constructs n M SD 

Technical usability (TU) 17 4.38 .75 

Content interpretation (CI) 17 4.32 .65 

Content generation (CG) 17 4.08 .96 

Anticipatory reflection (AR) 17 4.23 .48 

Note: Responses based on a 5-point rating scale with 5 = strongly agree and 1 = strongly 

disagree. 

Comparison of Treatment Groups 

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to compare the effects of each treatment to the three 

groups (guidelines, videos, and webinar) on the participants’ perceived overall social media 

competency levels. An analysis of variance showed that the effect of the type of treatment on the 

social media competency level did not yield any statistical significances, F (2,14) = 1.40, p = 

.278 (Table 4.12). Since the alpha value was greater than .05, the ANOVA was not considered 

statistically significant. 

Table 4.12 One-way ANOVA between treatment groups 

Dependent Variable  SS df MS F p  

Between Groups  .83 2 .41 1.40 .28  

Within Groups  4.11 14 .30    

*p < .05. 

Treatment Effects versus Control Groups 

A one-way ANOVA was conducted to compare the effect of each treatment group’s 

(guidelines, videos, and webinar) posttest scores and the control group’s scores on the 

participant’s competency levels. An analysis of variance showed that the effect of each group on 

the social media competency level did not yield any statistical significances, F (2,14) = 1.32, p = 
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.298 (Table 4.13). Since the alpha value was greater than .05, the ANOVA was not considered 

statistically significant. 

Table 4.13 One-way ANOVA between treatment groups and control group 

Dependent Variable  SS df MS F p  

Between Groups  .79 2 .40 1.32 .30  

Within Groups  4.16 14 .30    

*p < .05. 

Objective Two 

Regression 

Objective two was to examine the relationship between Extension agents’ self-reported 

social media competencies and the following variables: gender, age, years serving Extension, 

and type of duties. A multiple linear regression was calculated to predict competency based on 

the participants’ demographics: gender, age, years serving Extension, and type of agent. Gender, 

age groups, and type of agent were dummy coded variables. The results of the overall model 

found F(4,12) = 2.07, p < .49, R = .639, R2 = .41, adj. R2 = .21 (Table 4.15). This model 

explained 41% of the variance in Extension agents perceived social media competency level. All 

variables in the model were not statistically significant (Table 4.14).      
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Table 4.14 Regression for all variables 

Variable 

Unstandardized 

Coefficients 

Standardized 

Coefficients 

t p B Std. Error β 

1 (Constant) 5.249 .619  8.485 .000 

Gender .071 .268 .063 .267 .794 

Age -.220 .141 -.443 -1.558 .145 

Years Serving 

Extension 
-.021 .022 -.275 -.956 .358 

Type of Agent .009 .105 .021 .089 .931 

Note: Dependent Variable: Overall Mean of Posttest for Treatment Groups.  

* p < 0.05. 

Table 4.15 Model Summary for all variables  

R R2 Adj. R2 Std. Error of the Estimate 

.639a .409 .212 .493 

Note: Predictors: (Constant), Age, gender, years serving Extension, type of agent 

When the variable age was removed from the regression, there was a reported R2 = .24 

and adjusted R2 = .12. This model explained that age contributed to 24% of perceived social 

media competency levels among Extension agents. There was a positive correlation between the 

variables age and years serving as an Extension agent, r = 0.62, n = 17, p = .004 (Table 4.16). 

When the variables age and years serving as an Extension agent were removed from the multiple 

linear regression, there was a reported R2 = .004 and the adjusted R2 = -.14. When the variables 

age and years serving as an Extension agent were removed from the multiple linear regression, 

the variable gender (β= -.078) and type of Extension agent had negligible weight (β = .004) on 

social media competency.   
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Table 4.16 Correlation Matrix  

Measure 1 2 3 4 5 

1. Overall Mean 1.00 -.533 -.012 -.066 -.602 

2. Gender -.066 .215 .302 1.00 .173 

3. Age -6.02 .620 .034 .173 1.00 

4. Years serving Extension -.533 1.00 .135 .215 .620 

5. Type of agent -.012 .135 1.00 .302 .034 

Note: Responses based on a 5-point rating scale with 5 = strongly agree and 1 = strongly 

disagree. *p < .05. 

Summary 

The guidelines treatment group was the only treatment group who indicated any 

statistical significance between perceived social media competency levels on the pretest and the 

posttest (p = 0.049). Upon further investigation of the guidelines treatment group, the construct 

CI (p = 0.03) was the only constructs that yielded statistical significance.  For each of the 

treatment group, there was a change in the pretest and posttest mean. However, for the video 

series treatment and webinar treatment group, the change indicated for negative in several of the 

constructs. There was no statistical difference indicated when comparing the treatment group to 

another and when comparing the treatment groups to the control group. There was a correlation 

found between age and perceived social media competency, indicating that as participants’ ages, 

their perceived social media competency decreased. Due to the small sample size for each of the 

treatment groups, this study was subject to low statistical power, so it is unlikely that the 

statistically significant findings reflect a true effect. As a result of this, any statistically 

significant findings yield from this study should be approached with caution. 
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This study’s purpose was to investigate social media competency levels of Extension 

agents and explore whether technical support efforts provided by Extension's AgComm affects 

agents’ perceived social media competency levels. The specific research objectives addressed by 

this study were: 

1. Describe Extension agents’ change in self-reported social media competencies 

before and after treatment. 

 

2. Examine the relationship between Extension agents’ self-reported social media 

competencies and the following variables: gender, age, years serving Extension, 

and type of duties.  

 

The social media technical support efforts used from this study led to the formulation of 

multiple conclusions about the impact and effect of providing social media support efforts to 

Extension agents. It is necessary first to address the exploratory nature of this study, and the 

limitations that accompany a study of this kind. The participants in this study are employees of 

Extension, and their participation in this study was voluntary. This study cannot be generalized 

outside of the target population of MSU Extension agents who participated in the study (Fraenkel 

et al., 2015). Moreover, these findings cannot be generalized to other Extension systems, as the 

characteristics of these participants and treatments are unique to MSU-ES.  

Additionally, this study was not inclusive of all MSU-ES professionals, which makes up 

in a large portion of Extension employees. A limitation of this study was the low response rate of 

completed the surveys from the treatment groups. Another limitation of this study is that the 



www.manaraa.com

 

65 

treatments only specify best practices for Facebook and are not inclusive of all other social 

media platforms (Twitter, Instagram, etc.). Data was gathered through self-reporting from 

participants using the retrospective pretest-posttest design. Thus results should be deemed an 

estimated report (O’Leary & Israel, 2013). Subject bias is also possible participants are actively 

trying to improve their knowledge or skill level and want to see improvement (Pratt et al., 2000). 

With the use of the retrospective pretest model, there is the potential that participants will 

provide a socially desirable response or a response to make the program look more effective 

(O’Leary & Israel, 2013). A possible limitation to this study is that the researcher did not provide 

an incentive for participation, and this may have resulted in a low response rate.   

 The social media technical support efforts, developed by the social media specialist for 

MSU-ES, provided opportunities for the participants to engage in materials that support the 

constructs of social media competency (technical usability, content interpretation, content 

generation, and anticipatory reflection). It is important to note that while the content of each 

technical training efforts closely aligns with each other, some treatments may be more in-depth 

in specific constructs. Due to scheduling conflicts, the webinar treatment group did not receive 

the live webinar until November 14, 2019, 10 days after the other groups were given access to 

their technical support efforts.  

Objective One 

Describe Extension agents’ change in self-reported social media competencies before and after 

treatment.  

Despite Alotaibi’s (2018) recommendation to provide MSU-ES Extension professionals 

with more training opportunities, the three technical support efforts explored in this study did not 

reveal a significant increase in overall perceived social media competency. Despite this, we 
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found that Extension agents perceived social media competency was overall mostly moderate to 

moderately high. While the guidelines treatment did yield a positive change from pretest to 

posttest, there was a negative change from pretest to posts found in the video series treatment 

group and webinar treatment group. There was also no significant difference found in the video 

series treatment group or the webinar treatment group.  

Only one treatment group (guidelines treatment group) yielded a statistically significant 

result (p = 0.049). Of that treatment group, CI (p = 0.03) was the only statistically significant 

construct. While Newbury et al. (2014) found that Extension educators specifically requested 

support in the areas of technical usability, content generation, and anticipatory reflections, this 

study did not find that the technical support efforts significantly changed perceived social media 

competency in these constructs. 

Objective Two 

Examine the relationship between Extension agents’ self-reported social media competencies 

and the following variables: gender, age, years serving Extension, and type of duties.  

 Due to the small sample size, we cannot assume that the data set accurately represents all 

of MSU-ES county Extension agents. Regardless, there was still no statistical significance found 

between the groups and the demographic variables. However, the results of this study did 

indicate that there was a correlation between age and perceived social media competency. 

Interestingly, the guidelines treatment group was comprised of agents who were all ages 35 or 

older, perhaps this had an influence on their technical usability (TU) constructs as indicated by 

Olsten et al. (2011). Olson et al. (2011) found that older adults were more likely to experience 

barriers in the area of technical usability. This finding coincides with Holt et al. (2013) and 

Olson et al. (2011) claim that younger demographics are likely to influence social media use. 
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Discussion and Conclusion 

This study identified MSU-ES agents’ perceived social media competency levels for 

using the platform of Facebook. The current study utilizes Lewin’s (1951) Change Management 

Model. This model emphasizes three steps to implement change: unfreeze, change, and refreeze. 

Due to the limited time frame of this study, this study was only able to focus of the first two 

steps of the Change Management Model (1951). The unfreeze step began by acknowledging the 

barriers that prevent agents from adequately implementing social media practices, by providing 

Extension agents with a social media technical support effort it should unfreeze and change the 

status quo. The change should have occurred when they were provided the technical support 

effort. However, based on the results of the posttest treatment group, only one group yielded a 

positive change. The first two steps (unfreeze and change) should be revisited and modified 

before continuing to step three, where the final change will be sustained. Alotaibi (2018) 

indicated that a lack of incentive for using social media may be a possible barrier to social media 

use. When considering ways to better implement change in the future, the researcher 

recommends that an incentive or reward system be explored as a way to indict administrative 

support to reinforce the change process for correctly implementing social media practices.  

 From the demographics, the population of the study had a few more females (55.9%) than 

males (44.1%). There was no indication that gender played a significant influence on the 

participants’ perceived social media competency. This supports the claim made by Manca and 

Ranieri (2016) that gender often had a minor influence on social use when compared to other 

variables. The participants’ age varied, but the majority of the participants were between the ages 

of 35 to 54 years old. There was no statistical significance found for the variable of age. 

However, it was found that the variable for age (R2 = 0.24) was most likely to contribute to social 
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media competencies. The findings from this study support several claims that age is most likely 

demographic to affect or influence social media use (Holt et al., 2013; Olson et al., 2011; Manca 

& Ranieri, 2016).  

The variable of years served as an Extension agent show no statistical significance for 

social media competency level. This study did find a correlation between the ages of participants 

and years serving as an Extension agent; this may be due to the fact that the longer an Extension 

agent is in the profession the older they become. Regardless, years serving Extension yield no 

statistical significance supporting the findings from Alotaibi’s (2018) study pertaining to social 

media barriers for Extension agents. This study found that half of the participants (50%) had 

primary duties as an ANR agents. However, their title yielded no statistical significance for 

social media competency, affirming Manca and Ranieri’s (2016) statement that title was often 

irrelevant to social media use. While age was most likely to influence social media competency, 

no demographic characteristics for MSU-ES agents yielded any statistical significance for this 

study, which complements Alotaibi’s (2018) findings that MSU-ES Extension agents’ gender, 

age, years in the professional and title were not likely to yield statistical significance in regards 

to their attitude toward social media use. 

 Of the social media technical support efforts, the best practices guideline was the 

treatment group who yielded a statistically significant difference (p = 0.049). The guidelines 

treatment group was the only treatment group who reported a positive mean change. The 

constructs of content interpretation was the only within this group who had a statistically 

significant difference. This may be because the guideline treatment was designed to mimic the 

tool kits created by Garcia et al. (2018). The toolkits were created to promote communication 

with target clientele by providing the reviewer with examples, templates, and strategies for 
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utilizing social media (Garcia et al., 2018). The topic areas covered by the guideline (see 

Guidelines Treatment Group, p. 31) closely align with the construct of content interpretation. It 

may be that more emphasis needs to be put into items that support technical usability, content 

generation, and anticipatory reflections for guidelines in the future. 

Interestingly, the videos series treatment group and the webinar treatment group did not 

yield any statistical significance, and both of these groups also produced a negative change, 

indicating that they were less effective than the guidelines treatment group. While Alotaibi 

(2018) did recommend providing Extension agents with training opportunities, the findings of 

this study do not support that video series or webinars are practical efforts for increasing social 

media competency levels. The findings from this study also refute the recommendation from 

Allen et al. (2014) to use a webinar for social media training for Facebook.  

A retrospective pretest-posttest design was employed to try to minimize the effects of 

response-shift bias, as recommended by Nielsen (2011). Even so, there was still a negative mean 

found between the pretest and the posttest of the video series treatment group and the webinar 

treatment group. Perhaps this phenomenon is due to the retrospective nature of the survey. 

Participants may have realized they were not as competent as they initially thought. This finding 

refutes Pratt et al. (2000) claim to subject bias because participants did not actively try to 

improve their knowledge or skill level to show improvement. It also is evident that participants 

did not actively try to make the program look more effective, as O’Leary and Israel (2013) 

warned of this potential effect when using the retrospective pretest-posttest design. It is 

recommended by Howard et al. (1979) to add the retrospective pretest to traditional pretest-

posttest design to better detect and manage response shift bias. 
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Recommendations 

Recommendations for Research 

This study had several limitations in scope, the first being that the population was limited 

to MSU-ES agents, and the second being that the instrument only assessed social media 

competency for Facebook. There is a large population of Extension professionals that were not 

included in the scope of this study that may benefit from social media technical support efforts. 

Due to the limited resources and time constraints, materials for this study focused specifically on 

the functionally and best practices of Facebook. Alotaibi (2018) found that MSU-ES agents 

prefer to use Facebook and Twitter. Many Extension professionals may benefit from technical 

support efforts on other platforms. This researcher recommends replicating this study in a 

broader scope that is inclusive of all Extension professionals. Specifically, Twitter and other 

blogging platforms should be explored since Extension agents and professionals tend to prefer 

them (Alotaibi, 2018; Manca & Ranieri, 2016). 

In addition to limited scope, conclusions drawn from this study cannot be generalized due 

to the small sample size, and findings from this study should be approached with caution. This 

study is subject to low statistical power, and it is unlikely that any statistically significant finding 

will reflect a true effect. Also, findings from this study should not be generalized due to the 

threat of non-response bias (O’Leary & Israel, 2013). Instead, the findings and conclusion should 

be used to lend guidance for future research within this topic area.  

Several changes could be made to improve data collection and research methods to 

ensure an improved study in the future. Other methods of collecting data could be modified and 

improved to investigate MSU-ES agents’ social media competency further. Since data was self-

reported using the retrospective pretest-posttest design, the results of this study should only be 
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viewed as an estimated report (O’Leary & Israel, 2013). Time constraints for collecting data was 

a limitation of this study. If time constraints were not a factor, the researcher recommends using 

the retrospective pretest-posttest (RPP) design for repeated-measures research analysis model as 

described by Little et al. (2019). The RPP analysis model would incorporate a series of five sets 

of responses over three given time periods (Little et al., 2019). This would involve administering 

a pretest, then administering a retrospective pretest and posttest after six months, and then 

administering the retrospective pretest and posttest again after another period of six months.   

This study should be replicated with a more extended timeframe so that the design can be 

modified to incorporate a pre-test, retrospective pretest, posttest, and delay posttest to better 

control for validity. The instrument modified for this study should be further developed using the 

Borich (1980) needs assessment model to incorporate questions further to assess the Extension 

agents’ perceived level of importance of social media use. The data provided by participants can 

be weighted and then ranked, and then educational needs can be prioritized (Borich, 1980).  

Other theoretical frameworks should be explored in future studies. 

Although the Change Management Model (1951) illustrates how to implement change, 

perhaps with the high perceived competence and limited time constraints, this theory could be 

revisited in a study with a broader scope. Additional theories could be explored in order to 

determine MSU-ES could be explored in order to determine a needs assessment for social media 

training efforts. Suggestions for future study include incorporating a series of questions that 

assess the participants’ perceived level of importance. By comparing a survey with the perceived 

level of importance with the survey containing the perceived level of competency a discrepancy 

score each competency can be determined (Garton and Chung, 1997). For future studies, the 

SMC-CS instrument should be further developed using the Borich (1980) needs assessment 
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model to incorporate questions further to assess the Extension agents’ perceived level of 

importance of social media use. The data provided by participants can be weighted and then 

ranked, and then educational needs can be prioritized (Borich, 1980).  

Recommendations for Practice 

Based on the findings from this study, the following recommendations are suggested for 

MSU-ES with respect to providing technical support efforts for agents in the future. Current 

Extension social media guidelines should be updated to reflect the ones included in this study. 

The guidelines should also be further revised to be more inclusive of items that support content 

generation and anticipatory reflection. The video guidelines could proceed to the refreeze phases 

of the Change Management Model (1951), here agents should be supported as they continue 

their social media practices. Administers should encourage them to continue to review the 

guidelines and give positive reinforcement when agents follow the guidelines. The video series 

and webinar treatments should be further explored before they are encouraged to be implemented 

as a social media technical support effort.  

This researcher does not recommend using Canvas for live webinar technical supports as 

it had no participation during the live portion, and participants only engaged with this treatment 

after it was recorded and uploaded to Canvas. There should be a further emphasis placed on 

exploring Canvas as a medium for providing technical support efforts and professional 

development opportunities to Extension agents. In this time, the researcher does not recommend 

using Canvas as a platform to provide technical support efforts to agents, as there was a low 

acceptance rate of the population that participated in the Canvas treatments. Canvas was 

introduced to Mississippi State University in 2019, because this study may have been the first 

time that MSU-ES agents used the learning management system. Therefore, lack of participation 
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might be contributed to discomfort with an unfamiliar technology. If Canvas is used in the 

future, the researcher recommends that administration further explain the function of Canvas to 

agents. The surveys should be available immediately or directly through Canvas as there was a 

higher response rate on participants who had immediate access to the survey, as reflected in the 

control group.
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SOCIAL MEDIA GUIDELINES 
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APPENDIX B 

SOCIAL MEDIA BEST PRACTICES GUIDELINES 
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APPENDIX C 

LIVE WEBINAR TRAINING 



www.manaraa.com

 

89 

Facebook Pages
ELLEN GRAVES

SOCIAL MEDIA STRATEGIST

MSU EXTENSION

 

Why should Extension offices use 

Facebook?

 It’s the 21st century.

 Our current clients and future clients EXPECT us to be on social 

media. 

 Bring awareness of Extension to new audiences.

 Recruit more people to come to events. 

 Connect with legislators and stakeholders.

 App options make it easy.

 It’s our job to communicate with the public. 
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Facebook: What you need to be 

doing…

 Post AT LEAST two times a week. 

 Facebook events

 Use groups feature.

 Facebook Live

 Videos

 Pictures

 Correct profile picture

 Updated cover photo

 ADS? (Contact Ag Comm.)

 Check Insights. 

 

Post AT LEAST two times a week

 You can schedule posts. (recommend)

 Agents can take turns. 

 Best time of day to post: 8 a.m., 12 p.m., 8 p.m.
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Facebook Events

 Every event your Extension office hosts should be listed as a 

Facebook event on your office’s Facebook page. 

 Why? 

 When someone visits your Facebook page, they need to know every 

event that is potentially available to them.

 Facebook events allow people to click “interested” or “going.”

 This does two things: 1. Facebook automatically reminds people of the 

event. 2. Facebook’s algorithm will sometimes show event to that 

person’s friends thus creating more interest. 

 

Facebook Events

 Quality event feature photo.

 Correct description.

 Correct dates/location/time.

 Provide updates within event. 
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Facebook Events

 

Facebook Groups

 Facebook pages can create their own groups. 

 What does this mean?

 Your Extension office/county 4-H Facebook pages can create groups 

that will be listed under your page. 

 For example…Choctaw County 4-H Facebook page could create 

groups for each of its 4-H clubs. 

 For example...Extension office Facebook pages could create groups for 

MHV clubs, MG, programs, etc. 

*Groups allow for closed/public communication under an “Extension 

umbrella.”
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Facebook Live

 Facebook and people love FB Lives. 

 It’s an authentic way to connect with your audience. 

 Your face.

 Audio must be good. (Microphone options.)

 Shorter is better. 3 minutes or less. 

 Great way to meet your audience where they are.

 

Facebook Live 

 Ideas

 In the kitchen

 In the field

 Monday Minute

 Thoughtful Thursdays

 Tips and Tricks
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Facebook Live

 Tips

 Give FB Live a short description.

 Hold phone selfie style or if someone else is recording 

they should be closer rather than farther away. 

 Don’t be stressed. Just be relaxed like you are talking 

to a friend. 

 Keep it short. Around 3 minutes or less. 

 Remember to look for comments during/after FB Live 

to answer. 

 Speak loud enough. 

 

Videos

 Not comfortable with FB Live, you can do some of the 

same ideas for normal, pre-recorded videos. 

 Make is audio is good. (Microphone options.)

 Give people a glimpse, “behind the scenes” of events, 

field days, etc.

 Client willing to be on camera? Ask them what they 

learned at the Extension program they attended! 
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Pictures

Make it second nature to take 

pictures at every Extension function. 

Face pictures are better than five 

pics of a crowd.

 

Cover photo/Profile picture

 Need a new cover photo? Request one to be designed 

by Ag Comm.

 Profile picture. Make sure it’s always the newest version. 
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GOOD EXAMPLES 

 

GOOD EXAMPLES
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GOOD EXAMPLES

 

GOOD EXAMPLES
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GOOD EXAMPLES

 

GOOD EXAMPLES
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GOOD EXAMPLES

 

Facebook Page Checklist 

 Ask yourself:

 Does my office have a Facebook 
page?

 Who are the admins?

 Is the profile picture updated?

 Is the cover photo current?

 Does the cover photo include 
Extension agents in it?

 Is the name correct?

 Is the contact info correct?

 How often do I post?

 Do I see pictures?

 Do I see videos?

 Do I see pictures/videos that include Extension 
agents?

 Is there a good representation of the different 
subject areas Extension offers?

 Do our posts include diversity?

 Do I see events listed?

 Have I answered messages?

 Have I answered questions in the comments?

 Have I checked Insights?
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APPENDIX D 

IRB APPROVAL 
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Assessment of Social Media Training Efforts for Extension Agents  

Dear Extension professionals, 

My name is Annabelle Stokes, and I am a graduate student in Agricultural and Extension 

Education at Mississippi State University. I am completing a research project titled, “Assessment 

of Social Media Training Efforts for Extension Agents.” I have received permission from 

Elizabeth North, Head of Ag Communications, to conduct this study. 

The purpose of this study is to assess what social media training efforts are most effective 

at training Extension employees. The results of this study will be shared with Dr. Jackson in 

hopes of improving the use of social media within Extension programs in Mississippi.  

The survey will take approximately 15 minutes to complete. If you agree to participate in 

the study, there may be a follow up email containing an invitation to take part in social media 

training. The participants will be randomly assigned to one of the following trainings: a best 

practices guideline, a series of best practices videos, or a best practices webinar. You have 30 

days to review the training materials, then a follow up survey will be emailed to you. Please 

know that your participation in this study is completely voluntary and if you feel uncomfortable 

in any way, you may skip questions or end the survey at any time.  

If you have any questions about this survey, you can contact Annabelle Stokes (662) 325-

5862 or mas1169@msstate.edu or my advisor, Dr. Carley Morrison, at (662) 325-0749 or 

carley.c.morrison@msstate.edu. If you have questions about your rights or welfare as a research 

participant, please contact the Mississippi State University Institutional Review Board Office at 

(662) 325-3294. Please indicate below if you would like to proceed to the survey.   
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Informed Consent  

o Yes, I have read and understand the terms of the study. I will participate in the study.  

o No, I do not wish to participate in the study. 

Skip To: End of Survey If = No, I do not wish to participate in the study. 

 

What is your gender? 

o Male 

o Female 

o I do not wish to identify 

 

What is your age? 

o 18-24 years old 

o 25-34 years old 

o 35-44 years old 

o 45-54 years old 

o 55-64 years old 

o 65+ years old 

o I do not wish to identify 

 

How many years have you been serving as an Extension agent? 

o 1 or fewer 

o 2 

o 3 

o 4 

o 5 

o 6 

o 7 

o 8 

o 9 

o 10 

o 11 

o 12 

o 13 

o 14 

o 15 

o 16 

o 17 

o 18 

o 19 

o 20 

o 21 

o 22 

o 23 

o 24 

o 25+ 
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What type of Extension agent are you? 

o Community Wellness Planner 

o AIM for Change Agent 

o Extension Agent – primarily ANR responsibility  

o Extension Agent - primarily FCS responsibility  

o Extension Agent - primarily 4-H responsibility  

o Extension Agent - primarily CRD responsibility  

 

 

 Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree Neural Agree Strongly 

agree 

 BEFORE participating in 

training 

 

 o  o  o  o  o  1. I can create and manage my 

personal profile in social media 

environments. 

 o  o  o  o  o  2. I can use the hardware necessary 

to create social media contents.  

 o  o  o  o  o  3. I can use the software necessary 

to create social media contents.  

 o  o  o  o  o  4. I can use basic social media 

operating tools.  

 o  o  o  o  o  5. I know how to use social media 

search tools to gather information.  

 o  o  o  o  o  6. I am aware of potential 

information in social media.  

 o  o  o  o  o  7. I can notice inappropriate content 

in social media.  
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 o  o  o  o  o  8. I can understand and interpret 

social media contents from the 

political, economic and social 

perspectives.  

 o  o  o  o  o  9. I can analyze the potential effects 

of social media contents on 

individuals.  

 o  o  o  o  o  10. I can compare news and 

information across different social 

media environments 

 o  o  o  o  o  11. I can evaluate the accuracy and 

validity of social media messages.  

 o  o  o  o  o  12. I can evaluate and consider 

social media’s legal and ethical 

principles (copyright, human rights, 

privacy, etc.).  

 o  o  o  o  o  13. I can develop original, visual 

and textual social media content. 

 o  o  o  o  o  14. I can influence others’ opinions 

when I participate in social media 

activities.  
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 o  o  o  o  o  15. I can make contributions to 

social media by reviewing current 

events from different perspectives.  

 o  o  o  o  o  16. I can collaborate and 

communicate with different social 

media users.  

 o  o  o  o  o  17. I can build a social networking 

identity that is consistent with my 

real personal characteristics.  

 o  o  o  o  o  18. I can have discussions and make 

comments to inform or guide people 

in the social media environment.  

 o  o  o  o  o  19. I can design and deliver social 

media contents that reflect critical 

thinking of certain matters.  

 o  o  o  o  o  20. I would not attack others when I 

comment or post on social media. 

 o  o  o  o  o   21. I would use expletives to 

emphasize what I write in social 

media. 

 o  o  o  o  o  22. I would participate in a 

discussion on social media only 
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when I have knowledge of the 

subject area.  

 o  o  o  o  o  23. I would raise different opinions 

in social media discussions only 

when I am convinced that my 

arguments are correct 

 o  o  o  o  o  24. I would post comments in social 

media only when I am convinced 

that my views are correct.  

 o  o  o  o  o  25. I would consider the possible 

consequences before using social 

media to write something. 

 o  o  o  o  o  26. I would consider whether my 

comments will affect others’ 

thoughts and emotions.  

 o  o  o  o  o  27. I would think about whether 

other people might appreciate my 

contribution and comments in social 

media.  

 o  o  o  o  o  28. I would consider how other 

people might perceive my 
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contribution before I write 

something in social media.  

 

 

 

 AFTER participating in training 

 

Strongly 

disagree 

Disagree Neural Agree Stron

gly 

agree 

 1. I can create and manage my personal 

profile in social media environments. 

o  o  o  o  o  

 2. I can use the hardware necessary to 

create social media contents.  

o  o  o  o  o  

 3. I can use the software necessary to 

create social media contents.  

o  o  o  o  o  

 4. I can use basic social media operating 

tools.  

o  o  o  o  o  

 5. I know how to use social media search 

tools to gather information.  

o  o  o  o  o  

 6. I am aware of potential information in 

social media.  

o  o  o  o  o  

 7. I can notice inappropriate content in 

social media.  

o  o  o  o  o  

 8. I can understand and interpret social 

media contents from the political, 

economic and social perspectives.  

o  o  o  o  o  

 9. I can analyze the potential effects of 

social media contents on individuals.  

o  o  o  o  o  
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 10. I can compare news and information 

across different social media 

environments 

o  o  o  o  o  

 11. I can evaluate the accuracy and 

validity of social media messages.  

o  o  o  o  o  

 12. I can evaluate and consider social 

media’s legal and ethical principles 

(copyright, human rights, privacy, etc.).  

o  o  o  o  o  

 13. I can develop original, visual and 

textual social media content. 

o  o  o  o  o  

 14. I can influence others’ opinions when 

I participate in social media activities.  

o  o  o  o  o  

 15. I can make contributions to social 

media by reviewing current events from 

different perspectives.  

o  o  o  o  o  

 16. I can collaborate and communicate 

with different social media users.  

o  o  o  o  o  

 17. I can build a social networking 

identity that is consistent with my real 

personal characteristics.  

o  o  o  o  o  

 18. I can have discussions and make 

comments to inform or guide people in the 

social media environment.  

o  o  o  o  o  

 19. I can design and deliver social media 

contents that reflect critical thinking of 

certain matters.  

o  o  o  o  o  

 20. I would not attack others when I 

comment or post on social media. 

o  o  o  o  o  
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  21. I would use expletives to emphasize 

what I write in social media. 

o  o  o  o  o  

 22. I would participate in a discussion on 

social media only when I have knowledge 

of the subject area.  

o  o  o  o  o  

 23. I would raise different opinions in 

social media discussions only when I am 

convinced that my arguments are correct 

o  o  o  o  o  

 24. I would post comments in social 

media only when I am convinced that my 

views are correct.  

o  o  o  o  o  

 25. I would consider the possible 

consequences before using social media to 

write something. 

o  o  o  o  o  

 26. I would consider whether my 

comments will affect others’ thoughts and 

emotions.  

o  o  o  o  o  

 27. I would think about whether other 

people might appreciate my contribution 

and comments in social media.  

o  o  o  o  o  

 28. I would consider how other people 

might perceive my contribution before I 

write something in social media.  

o  o  o  o  o  
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