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Abstract 

 With young adults leading the way in social media usage, it has not gone unnoticed by 

Colleges of Agriculture administrators who want to connect with students where they are. This 

generation is more wired than any generation before according to researchers Barnes and 

Jacobsen (2013). Researchers suggest administrators must be creative to connect with a 

generation that is generally not persuaded by unsupported marketing approaches (Paterson, 

2019). Academic institutions need tools to gather evidence on what social media platforms are 

most used, which types of posts are most popular, and what perceptions students have of the 

connection to the college due to social media.   

 The purpose of this study was to determine first-year and first-year transfer student 

perceptions and effectiveness of social media influence in Southeastern Land-Grant Universities 

Colleges of Agriculture. The intent was to describe College of Agriculture first-year and first-

year transfer student perceptions in of their College of Agriculture’s social media platforms as 

communication, retention, and occupational resource knowledge. Existing research offers little 

guidance on incorporating social media into marketing strategies within Colleges of Agriculture. 

Results from this study can be used for creating and revising social media practices as well as 

justifying resources being allocated to those efforts. 

 Participants of this study were College of Agriculture first-year or first-year transfer 

majors enrolled in a public Southeastern Land-Grant University. The research objectives of this 

study were: (1) Identify personal and academic characteristics of the target population, (2) 

Identify social media platforms and other communication channels of the Colleges of Agriculture 

used by student, (3) Describe the effectiveness of social media on student communication, 

retention, and occupational resources within the College of Agriculture. This descriptive study 
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utilized a quantitative non-experimental survey research design. The data was analyzed and 

reported using the statistical methods means, standard deviations, frequencies, percentages, 

Pearson product-moment correlation, and independent t-tests. 

 The findings of this study indicate that Colleges of Agriculture are expected by their 

students to have a presence on social media but Colleges of Agriculture do not currently have a 

significant presence on the platforms they most often use. It was found that digital 

communication methods are preferred channels of communication for respondents. Substantial, 

significant correlations existed between students finding content relevant in order for 

engagement and connectedness to occur with the social media of Colleges of Agriculture. 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

Young adults rank higher in social media usage than any other age group with 88 percent 

of 18 to 29 year-olds indicating they use some form of social media (Smith & Anderson, 2018). 

Social media usage in young adults has not gone unnoticed by University Colleges of 

Agriculture. Administrators want to meet students where they are by increasingly making use of 

social media to connect with a generation that is more wired than any generation before (Barnes 

& Jacobsen, 2013). To reach this wired generation, institutions have adapted their marketing 

strategy to include social media as a tool to reach potential and current students as student 

recruitment and retention is a critical concern within Colleges of Agriculture (Rayfield et al., 

2013).    

 According to Rayfield et al. (2013), only minimal research has addressed the recruitment 

and retention of post-secondary students majoring in an agricultural field of study. Existing 

research involving student recruitment and retention indicates reaching this generation of future 

workers should be uniquely targeted and designed strategically for them individually (Baker et 

al., 2013). Researchers Baker et al. (2013), found Generation Z considers themselves as unique 

individuals and respond more positively to marketing efforts specifically tailored to them 

individually. According to Fry & Parker (2018) Generation Z is the most educated, racially, and 

ethnically diverse generation thus far. Because of this, Colleges of Agriculture should also 

consider recruitment and retention efforts to reach their target audience. Rayfield et al. (2013) 

describes the target audience as “an increasingly diverse and non-agricultural pool of potential 

students” (p. 92). Paterson (2019) suggested college administrators must think outside the box to 

connect with a generation that is not apt to be persuaded by unsupported marketing tactics. 

Institutions need instruments to collect data on what social media platforms are most used, which 
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types of posts are most effective, and what perceptions students have of the image that is being 

created of the college on social media.   

Adopting new technologies and changing marketing tools is essential to recruit and retain 

a workforce that will fill the estimated 57,900 agricultural job openings annually (Goecker et al., 

2015). According to Goecker et al. (2015), it is expected that 39 percent of those jobs will be 

filled by graduates from related fields of study. Baker et al. (2013) reports, enrollment in 

Colleges of Agriculture are not meeting the need of the agricultural industry, leaving Colleges of 

Agriculture struggling to provide qualified graduates to fill positions in the agriculture, food, and 

environmental sectors. This shortage in qualified agricultural graduates is leaving many positions 

unfilled or those positions being filled by graduates from related areas of study (Baker et al., 

2013).    

To better understand why agriculture is experiencing this shortage of qualified workers, 

an examination of the underlying factors influencing career choice decisions being made by 

students preparing to enter the workforce should be considered. According to the Journal of 

College Admission, students are looking at future jobs more closely in terms of job patterns, 

business needs, and earning potential (Paterson, 2019). Researchers Rayfield et al. (2013) 

reported in order to increase the number of students pursuing agricultural careers students “must 

be made aware of opportunities within the field of agriculture” (p. 92). Colleges of Agriculture 

should be intentional placing information such as career opportunities where and when students 

are looking for possible future careers. Information on career opportunities is important to 

students as they are seeking career information “more intently at future careers in regard to 

employment trends, industry needs, and earning potential” as reported by Paterson (2019, p. 30). 

Social media provides an effective channel for Colleges of Agriculture to reach students with 
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information they desire as they are making college and career decisions. Mangold and Faulds 

(2009) reported social media “enables instantaneous, real-time communications and utilities 

multimedia formats (audio and visual presentations), and numerous delivery platforms 

(Facebook, YouTube, and blogs, to name a few), with global reach capabilities” (p. 359).  

Historically, research concerning factors of student enrollment decisions that have 

focused on influences such as exposure to agriculture, family and friends, recruitment, 

professionals, and job considerations (Rayfield et al., 2013; Rocca, 2013; Thieman et al., 2016). 

Researchers Baker et al. (2013), Esters et al. (2005), Rayfield et al. (2013), Rocca (2013), 

Thieman et al. (2016) concluded that parents are an influencing factor on college and career 

choice.  

Other influence factors identified from research studies include community involvement 

with youth organizations, influential adults such as advisors, or teachers and exposure to 

agriculture to be common influential factors on career choice (Adedokun et al., 2008; Baker et 

al., 2013; Rayfield et al., 2013, Rocca, 2013; Thieman et al., 2016; Wildman & Torres, 2001). 

The influence of social media has not been addressed in previous research studies. As the use of 

social media has increased, its influence on college and career choice has integrated with 

traditional factors of influence and necessitates the need to be taken into consideration as a factor 

of influence (Rayfield et al., 2013). This study seeks to give Colleges of Agriculture an 

instrument to define the student perceptions and effectiveness of social media influence and 

retention efforts of Colleges of Agriculture. 

Students’ interaction and use of technology in day-to-day life show technology as one of 

the preferred channels of communication, according to Rayfield et al. (2013). Generation Z is 25 
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percent more likely to say they are addicted to their digital devices than millennials (Paterson, 

2019). Researchers Beattie et al. (2019) state, “Today, communication is widely dependent upon 

social media as a vehicle to disperse information in a timely, efficient, and cost-effective 

manner” (p. 204). The influence of apps, websites, and social media such as Twitter, Facebook, 

Snapchat, and Instagram must be taken into consideration as viable influences on the college and 

career decisions of today’s students. The future workforce is looking for practical degrees where 

careers are plentiful (Paterson, 2019). Baker et al. (2013) recommends that students recognize 

their own career interests and distinguish the options available to them, as it is a significant 

component of the career decision-making process. Colleges of Agriculture can use this 

information combined with their presence on social media platforms to raise awareness of 

agricultural careers and motivate student college and career choice decisions toward professions 

within the field of agriculture. 

Statement of the Problem 

Colleges of Agriculture are using multiple channels of social media to communicate with 

current and prospective students without knowing its effectiveness. Time, effort, and funding are 

allocated to their College’s presence on social media. To validate these marketing efforts, 

Colleges of Agriculture must be able to evaluate if their social media presence is effectively 

reaching their students. Little guidance is found through academic literature on how to 

effectively incorporate social media into a capable recruiting and retention tool (Mangold & 

Faulds, 2009). Using this study, administrators can create or revise social media practices, while 

rationalizing their use of resources. The majority of students are coming from non-agricultural 

backgrounds with increased diversity; it is now a necessity that Colleges of Agriculture place 

marketing efforts where they can reach their current and potential students (Rayfield et al., 
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2013). Generation Z is the first to have had internet as a constant in their lives whether through 

broadband or cellular service (Barnes & Jacobsen, 2013). To reach this wired generation and 

future workforce, Colleges of Agriculture must place their efforts where the students are. With 

88 percent of 18 to 29 year olds indicating they use some form of social media according to 

Smith and Anderson (2018) Colleges of Agriculture are allocating an increasing amount of 

communication and marketing efforts there (Barnes & Lescault, 2011).      

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study are to determine first-year student perceptions and effectiveness 

of social media influence in Southeastern Land-Grant Universities Colleges of Agriculture 

communication, retention, and occupational resources knowledge efforts. Using a descriptive 

correlational design, this study will describe first-year students and first-year transfer students, 

within a College of Agriculture, addressing their University College of Agriculture’s Social 

Media Platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, YouTube, Flicker, LinkedIn, 

and Pinterest as communication, retention, and occupational resources. This research study 

aligns closely with research priority three of the American Association for Agricultural 

Education’s (AAAE) research area, question fifteen: “what methods, models, and practices are 

effective in recruiting agricultural leadership, education and communication practitioners, and 

supporting their success at all stages of their careers” (Roberts et al., 2016, p. 31).  

Assumptions 

The following assumptions were made regarding this study: 

1. The survey instrument to be used will prompt truthful and accurate responses from 

participants. 

2. Statements in the survey will be fully understood by participants.  
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3. Students’ characteristics are equivalent across Colleges of Agriculture within this study. 

4. Colleges of Agriculture within this study have similar social media practices on similar 

platforms. 

5. Students are using social media platforms even though a minimal amount of their social 

media activity involves their college. 

Limitations 

The following are limitations of this study. 

1. Non-response error could limit the study by negatively affecting the internal validity of 

the survey. 

2. The study was limited to individuals identified as a first-year or first-year transfer 

College of Agriculture students. Many students change their major into the College after 

their first year. This study will be confined to students' initial selection of an academic 

major and will not account for student retention or changing of college majors. 

3. This study was limited to Southeastern Public Land-Grant Universities. Not all Colleges 

of Agriculture within the Southeast participated and other Colleges of Agriculture were 

not considered, as they are not a public land-grant University. 

4. Caution should be utilized in the interpretation of results and generalization to other 

populations of students should not occur. 

5. There may be unknown conditions or issues at the post-secondary programs selected that 

could affect the data collected. 

Scope and Population 

The scope of this study will include first-year and first-year transfer post-secondary 

students enrolled in public land-grant southeastern Colleges of Agriculture. The population of 
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this study will consist of first-year or first-year transfer students during the 2019-2020 academic 

school year, enrolled in a public land-grant southeastern university, and identify as a College of 

Agriculture major. 

Objectives of the Study 

1. Identify personal and academic characteristics of the target population. 

2. Identify social media platforms and other communication channels of the Colleges of 

Agriculture used by students. 

3. Describe the effectiveness of social media on student communication, retention, and 

occupational resources within the College of Agriculture. 

Theoretical Framework 

Recognizing and understanding why individuals use certain media content is necessary 

for Colleges of Agriculture to effectively use social media as a recruitment and communication 

tool to reach students. The theoretical framework for this study was based on the uses and 

gratification theory. The uses and gratification theory is an approach to understanding how and 

why people actively seek out specific media to satisfy specific needs. Uses and gratification 

theory according to Qyan-Haase & Young (2010) was created to examine traditional forms of 

media but with the advent of social media this theoretical framework has also been applied to 

this form of media as well. The theory characterized the audience as active, perceptive, and 

interested in what media they chose to consume. The foundations of the uses and gratification 

theory indicates that individuals would actively choose and use certain media in a certain way in 

response to satisfy a specific need. Further employing the uses and gratification theory in 

research, Ko (2000) reported that users actively seek out media to best fulfill their needs.  
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Early uses and gratification theory researchers classified needs into five groups (Katz, et 

al., 1973):  

1. Cognitive needs - acquiring of information, knowledge and understanding; 

2. Affective needs - supporting aesthetic, pleasurable, and emotional experience; 

3. Integrative needs - strengthen credibility, confidence, stability, and status (combines 

both cognitive and affective elements); 

4. Personal integrative needs - reinforcing contact with family, friends, and the world; 

5. Tension release needs - creating an escape and diversion. 

Media does not create these societal and emotional needs previously listed, but rather 

seeks to help satisfy said needs (Katz et al., 1973). Researchers stated, “the surprising thing is to 

realize the extent and range of the media’s encroachment on the ‘older’ ways of satisfying social 

and psychological needs” (Katz et al., 1973, p. 180). It would seem that early communications 

research studying which kinds of media and content would attract and hold the audience’s 

attention was successful based on their research (Katz et al., 1973). Media was used in three 

ways, according to Katz et al. (1973), to strengthen, to weaken, or to acquire. 

Definition of Terms 

 The following terms are used throughout this paper and warrant specific definition. 

American Association for Agricultural Education (AAAE): The AAAE is a professional society 

for graduate students and university faculty with an interest in agricultural communication, 

education, extension, and leadership. These agriculturalists work together on research topics 

relating to food, agriculture, and natural resources as well as connect the general public to 

scientists solving agricultural problems (Roberts et al., 2016). 
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AAAE National Research Agenda: The AAAE decided to create the AAAE National Research 

Agenda, which identifies 25 priority research questions that are further categorized into seven 

research priority areas. The AAAE National Research Agenda helps to guide researchers in 

choosing their research topics in order to contribute to the most urgent research needs of the 

agricultural community stakeholders (Roberts et al., 2016). 

Brand: is a particular type or way of doing something (Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.). 

Bitmoji: is a brand name for a digital cartoon image that is intended to look like and characterize 

the user (Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.). They are also called an avatar.  

Direct Message: It is a message you send privately and is not posted for everyone on social 

media to view (Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.). It is similar to sending an email but it is within the 

social media platform. 

Facebook: is an online platform whose mission is to “give people the power to build community 

and bring the world closer together.” (Facebook, n.d.). Over one billion messages are shared on 

Facebook each day; “helping people stay close even when they are far apart.” (Facebook, n.d.).  

People can send messages, post status updates to keep up with friends, family, businesses and 

communities. Content is passed through photos, words, and links. 

Filters: are an overlay of accessories and/or special effects onto an image (Cambridge 

Dictionary, n.d.). People use filters to transform their selfies. 

Generation Z: Individuals born between 1997 and 2012 are considered to be Generation Z, also 

referred to post-millennials or Gen Z (Fry & Parker, 2018).   

Hashtag: A user-generated word or phrase that follows a pound sign. It is a type of metadata 

used to identify specific posts across multiple social media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, 
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and Instagram (Barbee, 2018). It is a form of tagging so that users can tag their content and link 

to similar content that has the same hashtag.  

Instagram: is a social media app created to share photos and videos. Moreau describes it as a 

simplified Facebook (n.d.). It has a profile and news feed similar to Facebook and Twitter. Users 

can interact with others by following other users, being followed, commenting, liking, tagging, 

and private messaging (Moreau, 2020). 

Like: This refers to a click that gives a thumbs up to a post that reflects your acknowledgment of 

the post (Patel, 2015).  

Microblogging: Merriam-Webster (n.d.) defines microblogging as blogging done with severe 

space or size constraints typically by posting frequent brief messages about personal activities. 

Millennial Generation: Individuals born between 1981 and 1996 are considered a Millennial. 

Defining generational cutoff points is not an exact science and should be viewed as a tool to use 

for analyses (Dimock, 2019).  

Newsfeed: A web page or screen, which frequently changes or updates to show the most recent 

news or information (Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.). 

Pinterest: a visual discovery platform to assist in discovering anything from recipes, style, 

inspiration, etc. (Pinterest, n.d.). 

Pin: Pins are ideas that people on Pinterest create, find, and save from around the web. You can 

click on a Pin to be linked to the website from which the pin came. If you like a pin you can save 

it onto your board to keep your ideas organize and easy to find (Pinterest, n.d.). 

Post: something (such as a message) that is published online (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). 

Retweet: a short piece of information or comment circulated on Twitter and recirculated on your 

account (Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.). 
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Share: “to put something on a social media website so that other people can see it, or to let other 

people see something that someone else has put on a website” (Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.). 

Social Media: web-based sites that allow users to interact with one another through sharing and 

consuming content such as images, text, videos, and links. Popular social media platforms are 

Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, and many others (Nations, 2020). 

Snapchat: a social media platform that serves to send pictures, messages, and videos that are only 

accessible to be seen for a limited amount of time (Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.) 

Twitter: an online news and social networking site where people communicate by sending short 

messages called tweets. Anyone who follows you can see your tweet. Twitter is also used for 

what some call microblogging (Gil, 2020). 

Viral: describes how quickly something becomes popular by being published, shared, or liked on 

the internet or sent from person to person digitally (Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.) 

Vlog: a short film posted on the internet that records your thoughts, ideas, or opinions on a 

subject (Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.). 

Vlogger: someone who makes vlogs or known as a video blogger (Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.). 

YouTube: Established in 2005, YouTube is a video sharing site where users can watch, like, 

share, comment, and upload their videos themselves (YouTube, n.d.).  
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CHAPTER II: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to explore and summarize existing information and 

published research that is of significance to this study. This literature review was divided into the 

following sections: social media, social media platforms, Colleges of Agriculture use of social 

media, Colleges of Agriculture marketing strategies, Colleges of Agriculture social media 

presence, uses and gratifications theory, and future of investment. 

Social Media 

The Merriam-Webster dictionary (n.d) defines social media as “forms of electronic 

communication (such as websites for social networking and microblogging) through which users 

create online communities to share information, ideas, personal messages, and other content.” 

Social media has interjected itself into numerous areas of our lives as it has become a daily 

practice for many individuals and has become essential to Generation Z. Social media is 

continually linking people, organizations, ideas, media, technologies, and schools together. 

Creating a virtual culture of connectivity.  

Social media began with the invention of the World Wide Web in 1991 by Tim Berners-

Lee when he connected hypertext technology to the Internet (Dijck, 2013). Online communities 

began to form through list-servers and e-mails but the internet did not automatically connect you 

with other people (Dijck, 2013). Internet activity supported communities but did not build 

communities. The internet was not set up in a way to make new online connections but rather to 

strengthen those connections already existing. It was not until Web 2.0 was introduced in 2000 

that the internet became interactive and shifted into what Dijck (2013) reported to be “socially 

realized structures of communication” (p. 5). Social networking sites began to materialize 
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making interaction easy among people sharing common interests (Edosomwan et al., 2011). 

After creating an account on a social network site, users are encouraged to identify others they 

know within the site to add as friends, contact, or fan (Boyd & Ellison, 2007). Social media’s 

public exhibition of connections among people is a crucial element of its success. Soon, social 

networking sites like Facebook in 2004 and YouTube in 2005 emerged (Edosomwan et al., 

2011).  

Users were no longer solely reading the material they were given, but could now 

contribute their own content referred to as user-generated content. Researchers Mandgold and 

Faulds (2009) reported, “The emergence of Internet-based social media has made it possible for 

one person to communicate with hundreds or even thousands of other people” (p. 357). 

Participation and engagement within the internet expanded as users could create, communicate, 

and express themselves through their own content creation. This content can be divided into 

categories with examples given for each category (Safko, 2012): social networking sites 

(Facebook), photo sharing (Instagram, Snapchat, Pinterest), audio and video (YouTube), 

microblogging (Twitter), live casting (Facebook Live), virtual worlds (Second Life), gaming 

(World of Warcraft), really simple syndication aggregators (Google Reader), search engines 

(Google), mobile (cellphones, laptops), and interpersonal. 

Colleges of Agriculture will not use all of these categories when targeting their student 

population, as the categories are all not applicable to their efforts in reaching their students. 

However, it is worth mentioning as the breadth of what is accessible via social media is vast. An 

understanding of the internet’s reach and capabilities is important especially as these 

technologies are ever evolving. 
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Social Media Platforms 

For this study, we contextually define social media platforms as reported by Boyd and 

Ellison (2007) as: (1) construct a public or semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2) 

articulate a list of other users with whom they share a connection and (3) view and traverse their 

list of connections and those made by others  within the system.  

Facebook 

Facebook is the most widely used online social media platform (Perrin & Anderson, 

2019). According to researchers from the University of Massachusetts it is the most prevalent 

social media platform used by universities with a 98 percent participation rate (Kessler, 2011). 

Facebook has the broadest reach of all social media sites because it grasps prospective students, 

parents, current students, and alumni whereas other social media platforms have a much 

narrower reach among audiences (Kessler, 2011). Facebook’s (2020) mission is to “give people 

the power to build community and bring the world closer together” (“Who We Are” section). 

Mark Zuckerberg first launched Facebook in February of 2004.  

Facebook was initially used to link Harvard student users together, then later extended to 

include other college’s students, then high school student users, and eventually everyone over the 

age of 12 (Edosomwan et al., 2011). Content on this platform is passed through photos, words, 

messages, videos, and links. People can friend one another, view users personal profiles, 

comment, “like,” and post updates to connect with friends, family, businesses, and communities. 

Users scroll through their newsfeed to view posts from others within their friend list. Facebook 

(2020) articulates they are “helping people stay close even when they are far apart” (“Who We 

Are” section). 
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Common interest groups such as schools, workplaces, colleges, clubs, and characteristics 

are all ways Facebook users connect. Organizations can create Facebook accounts giving them 

their own page  to promote their mission and update followers on upcoming events. Typically, 

Universities have a main Facebook page with different colleges within the university having 

their own separate pages. Organizations and clubs within colleges also often have their own 

pages that specifically cater to those certain groups. It is important for Colleges of Agriculture to 

have a presence here as this is one the places students look when making their college choice. 

Social media is used by two out of five prospective students when they are determining which 

college they will attend (Turner, 2017). 

Facebook continues to be one of the most commonly used social media platforms in the 

United States. According to a Perrin and Anderson’s Pew Research survey in 2019 it is the most 

frequently visited social media site by adults (2019). Researchers Perrin and Anderson (2019) 

also conclude that, 76 percent of ages 18 to 24 year old individuals conclude they have used 

Facebook and approximately 69 percent have used the site. Their research shows, 74 percent of 

those Facebook users visit the site daily and over half of all Facebook users access the site 

several times a day according to Pew Research (Perrin & Anderson, 2019).  

Twitter 

Twitter is an online news and social networking site where people communicate by 

sending short messages called tweets. Twitter is also used for “microblogging” as tweets are 

limited in characters (Gil, 2020). Users can share their thoughts and ideas with a vast audience. It 

allows users to curate what content they desire to see based on their interests be it news, events, 

people, companies, or friends.  
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Twitter is used by marketers to create and increase brand awareness within their audience 

(Baker, 2020). Shout-outs and quick advertisement content help to grow and connect with your 

followers. If users like a tweet, they can retweet it (which is sharing the tweet on your own 

page), comment, mail it through direct message, or “like” it. Institutions can pay for tweets to be 

placed on the Twitter feeds of users, even those who are not followers of their account. Twitter is 

used by 44 percent of adults between the ages of 18 to 24 (Perrin & Anderson, 2019). According 

to Pew Research Center data, adults visit Twitter less often during the day than they visit 

YouTube, Snapchat, Instagram, or Facebook. The research of Perrin & Anderson (2019) show 

Twitter is also the least popular social media site of those listed above.  

Instagram 

 Instagram is a photo and video sharing platform used for sharing with “followers” or a 

select group of friends by viewing, commenting, and liking posts. Instagram was launched in 

October of 2010 and landed over 25,000 users on that very day (Blystone, 2019). Instagram 

prides itself on being an easy to use interface. Even with Facebook purchasing Instagram in 

2012, it has maintained the simple and intuitive user experience its core focus (Blystone, 2019). 

Instagram has a feed just as Facebook and Twitter. Upon launching, photos of those accounts 

you follow begin to show in your feed. You can heart (which is similar to liking), comment, and 

send posts to other users within Instagram. 

 Instagram and Snapchat, which will be discussed next, have a younger clientele than the 

other social media platforms discussed here. According to researchers, 67 percent of Instagram 

users and 62 percent of Snapchat users are between the ages of 18 to 29 (Perrin & Anderson, 

2019). There is a surprising difference of use among ages within the young adult population. 

Ages 18 to 24 say they are substantially more likely to use Instagram at 75 percent versus 47 
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percent of adults ages 25 to 29 (Perrin & Anderson, 2019). Perrin and Anderson (2019) found 67 

percent of Instagram users ages 18 to 29 visit the site daily and 60 percent those say they visit it 

several times a day. The ages 18 to 24 are of particular interest to colleges as that is 

predominately the age of their target audience, potential recruits, and first year students 

(Clinedinst & Koranteng, 2017). 

Snapchat 

Snapchat, founded in 2011, was intended to embrace a more natural flow of interaction 

than other social media platforms (Elliot, 2019). It is a free social media outlet for users to send 

in the moment pictures, videos, drawings, and messages. Users can “snap” friends by sending 

them a photo or video that will only display for 10 seconds and then the content is deleted. A 

feature users like is messages disappear after only a few seconds, similar to real life interactions 

with others (Elliot, 2019). Content posted on users Snapchat profiles are accessible for 24 hours. 

Snaps are deleted within ten seconds and posted profile content is only available for 24 hours 

resulting in users feeling compelled to use the site frequently for a fear of missing out (Bouse, 

2016). Although the content is temporary, users can save images by screenshot.  

Many users enjoy the photo filters and voice changing capabilities to enhance their 

photos and videos through Snapchat. Users can even create a personal mini-me that is called a 

bitmoji. Institutions can create accounts to interact with students through their Snapchat stories. 

Filters featuring the University’s colors and mascots can help engage users furthering the brand 

of the college. 

Researchers Perrin and Anderson (2019) noted research showed that 73 percent of young 

adults ages 18 to 24 are using Snapchat. Snapchat users are utilizing the platform consistently. 

Approximately eight-in-ten (77%) of Snapchat users ages 18 to 29 say they are using the app 
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every day, including 68 percent who say they are using it several times a day (Perrin & 

Anderson, 2019). 

YouTube 

Established in 2005, YouTube is a video sharing site where users can watch, like, share, 

comment, and upload their videos themselves. Accessible on PCs, laptops, tablets, or 

smartphones, YouTube has the highest percentage of adults using the platform at 73 percent and 

90 percent of ages 18 to 24 years using this media according to Pew Research data (Perrin & 

Anderson, 2019). Young adults use YouTube to watch music videos, comedy shows, how-to 

guides, recipes, hacks, subscribe to other YouTubers, and follow vloggers which are video 

bloggers (YouTube, 2020). Colleges have YouTube channels highlighting campus tours, student 

spotlights, behind the scene tours, hype videos, anything to get and retain students’ attention.  

Users can subscribe to a YouTube channel and are notified when new content is added to 

a subscribed channel. YouTube videos can be posted across a college’s social media. A video 

can be uploaded on YouTube, then posted and shared on Facebook and Instagram through a web 

link to the YouTube video. Being able to cross share across multiple social media platforms 

allows colleges to reach many students easily and making their virtual contacts seem more 

personal and targeted. This is a feature Generation Z responds to favorably, as they frequently 

have several active social media accounts.  

Flicker, LinkedIn, and Pinterest  

The five aforementioned social media sites are the major platforms used by institutions’ 

target audiences and thus the sites in which they primarily focus their marketing energy. 

However, institutions also often have accounts on the platforms Flicker, LinkedIn, and Pinterest. 

Flicker is an online photo management and sharing application. Uploaded photos can be 
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organized into collections, viewed, and commented on by others. LinkedIn is similar to other 

social networking sites but places a professional slant on content as it is designed to help people 

make business connections, share experiences, accomplishments, and find jobs (Johnson, 2019). 

Pinterest, is comparable to an online bulletin board where you can organize content. Pinterest 

enables users to share and discover new interests by ‘pinning’ images to their board and 

browsing what others have pinned. Pins can be compiled on separate boards making a collection 

of ‘pins’ with a common theme.  

Colleges of Agriculture Use of Social Media  

Researchers Barnes and Lescault (2013) consider college freshman as always connected 

due to mobile devices allowing multi-tasking and a nearly constant communication flow. 

Paterson (2019) reported “A full 40 percent of Gen Z are self-identified digital device addicts” 

(p. 30). Digital devices are affording individuals access to music, making phone calls, 

researching the internet, checking in on social media, emailing, gaming, streaming videos, and a 

multitude of other activities all from a single mobile device. 

So much is vying for students’ attention, colleges are left to question according to Barnes 

& Mattson (2010) “How can a university reach the eyes and ears of an audience that is largely 

responsible for over one billion text messages sent per day in the United States?” (p. 1). To 

address this, college admissions offices have had to change the way they recruit and retain 

students. Capturing the attention of what many researchers consider a wired, constantly 

connected and instant gratification generation has become the ever-changing target for college 

admission offices (Barnes & Mattson, 2010; Barnes & Lescault, 2013). Social media has become 

a marketing tool to attract and retain students by meeting them where they are. Researchers 
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Barnes and Mattson (2010) reported that in order to optimize their effectiveness, colleges need to 

know the details of the online environment and user preferences. 

 Researchers from the University of Massachusetts Dartmouth Center for Marketing 

Research found that 100 percent of US colleges and universities use at least one form of social 

media (Barnes & Lescault, 2011). Placing a link to the college’s social media account on the 

homepage allows users to quickly access the college’s social media accounts and follow them. 

This forms a direct line of virtual communication between institution and student. As users begin 

to like, share, and/or hashtag posts about their institution for their own followers to see, it yields 

free publicity for their college. When students begin their college search, they often look to 

websites to gather information. While refining their list of potential campuses, students turn to 

social media for a clearer picture of what the campus and its students are like (Turner, 2017). It 

can be an important marketing tool to place easy access directly in view of potential students 

looking for information about their college.  

Different Colleges of Agriculture focus their marketing efforts towards various social 

media platforms, which can often be seen on their website homepage. Auburn University (AU), 

Clemson University (CU), Louisiana State University (LSU), University of Florida (UF), and 

University of Georgia (UGA) all boast social media logos on the home pages of each of their 

respected institutions. Within the context of this study participating universities will be identified 

by their respected abbreviations. When looking at the Colleges of Agriculture surveyed in this 

study, all but CU’s College of Agriculture, Forestry and Life Sciences (CU/CAFLS) have social 

media logos on their website homepage. Facebook and Instagram are present on all the college  

homepages, with the exception of CU/CAFLS. Links to YouTube and Twitter can be found on 

the homepages of: AU College of Agriculture (AU/COA), UGA College of Agriculture and 
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Environmental Sciences (UGA/CAES) and LSU College of Agriculture (LSU/COA). AU/COA 

and UGA/CAES homepages both show LinkedIn. Flicker is present only on UGA/CAES’s 

homepage, while AU/COA is the single college to display Snapchat. No matter if colleges are 

displaying their social media account links on their website’s homepage or not, all colleges have 

an active role in using social media to promote their college. 

Table 1 

Social media platforms present on College of Agriculture’s Homepages 

AU/COA FB IG YT T LI SC  

UGA/CAES FB IG YT T LI  F 

LSU/COA FB IG YT T    

UF/CALS FB IG      

CU/CAFLS        

Note. Facebook (FB), Instagram (IG), YouTube (YT), Twitter (T), LinkedIn (LI), Snapchat (SC), 

and Flicker (F).  

 

Where Students are on Social Media  

The National Research Center for College and University Admissions (NRCCUA) 

reported ten years ago that an estimated 61 percent of university admissions offices used social 

media to recruit prospective students (Turner, 2017). The 2017 Social Admissions Report shows 

63 percent of students researching the college they are interested in using social media (Turner, 

2017). Social media at that time was becoming necessary as a marketing tool and has since 

become essential. As previously mentioned, donning nearly every college’s main page are the 

social media platforms they use. This allows users to follow their college and begin building a 

digital relationship even before students set foot on campus. Using online social media tools to 

connect with students does not stop once they have reached campus. Colleges then use those 

same platforms to continue to build that relationship through multiple social media channels. 

Users are not focused on a single form of social media but trends show users are employing a 
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range of communication tools making colleges cast a wide net over social network sites (Quan-

Haase & Young, 2010). 

With competition fierce among colleges in terms of recruiting students, universities work 

hard to create a feeling of connectedness with their students by strengthening the bond between 

student and college. The stronger that bond, the more likely that students will share about their 

college on their personal social media sites thus promoting the college’s image. Rather than 

influencing a limited number of acquaintances, individuals can go viral overnight (Mangold & 

Faulds, 2009). Colleges must consider how to harness the powerful conversations and publicity 

to positively benefit their programs. 

College admission offices would benefit from understanding which social media 

platforms students are using more frequently and if users are following their college’s accounts 

on said platforms. Turner (2017) reported, “Facebook is typically a way to connect with parents, 

since its users skew older. Twitter is primarily how admission officers connect with each other, 

and Instagram and Snapchat are almost exclusively student-focused” (p. 32). With students using 

multiple social media channels across differing devices, colleges must post information across 

multiple social media channels giving administrators increased opportunities to reach students 

through their preferred platform.  

Pew researchers Smith and Anderson (2018) found that younger Americans, mostly 18 to 

24 year olds, are using a variety of platforms frequently. Facebook and YouTube were the 

primary platforms of most adults within the United States, while at usage by age group tends to 

change. Snapchat, Instagram, and Twitter are more likely to be used by young adults ages 18 to 

24 (Smith & Anderson, 2018). Facebook appeals to a wide range of demographic groups while 

other platforms seem to target certain subsets of the population (Smith & Anderson, 2018).  
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 Young adults, 18 to 24 year olds, are also visiting social media sites daily or even 

multiple times a day. When comparing the social media sites Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat, 

YouTube, and Twitter many users visit the sites at different frequencies. The majority of 

Facebook, Snapchat, and Instagram users visit the sites at least once or multiple times per day 

(Perrin & Anderson, 2019). YouTube and Twitter are visited less often.  

Social media platforms and their popularity levels change as new outlets emerge and 

generations grow older. Colleges must be able to hit that moving target by adapting and changing 

as their demographics and media channels evolve. Turner (2017) reported, colleges should 

persistently analyze and adapt the way media channels are used and incorporate its strengths into 

their marketing plans. Using Snapchat as an example, Turner (2017) described it as mainly a 

network for young people to connect with one another when it first began. Their communications 

department did not believe it would be successful as a marketing tool for their college to adopt. 

When Snapchat continued to grow in popularity with their target population, they decided to re-

evaluate it as a viable marketing tool. After a successful pilot at their college, they concluded that 

Snapchat would be a successful social media marketing avenue (Turner, 2017). With new social 

media sites, surfacing at an increased frequency this will become a common practice among 

colleges as they seek out which avenues and platforms to best connect to their students. 

College of Agriculture Marketing Strategies 

Colleges of Agriculture Connect with Students on Social Media 

Not only do colleges need to understand what platforms students are using, they also 

need to understand how they are using said platforms. Social media facilitates instantaneous, 

real-time messages across different channels distributing to multiple platforms with a worldwide 

reach (Mangold & Faulds, 2009). Colleges can influence student conversations with one another 
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in a way to promote the college (Mangold & Faulds, 2009). Researchers Mangold and Faulds 

(2009) report “Instead of telling a few friends, consumers now have the ability to tell hundreds or 

thousands of other people with a few keystrokes!” (p. 359). Learning to harness this marketing 

potential is significant for colleges to reach more of their students. 

Integrated marketing communication (IMC) attempts to coordinate and control the 

various elements of the promotional mix. With IMC’s roots being traced back to the 1970s, IMC 

is the idea and method of managing, over time, audience-focused, channel-centric, and result-

driven brand communication programs (Kitchen & Burgmann, 2010). The advent of consumer-

generated media, better known as social media, has tremendously transformed the marketing 

tools and strategies used for communication with target audiences (Mangold & Faulds, 2009). 

Researchers Blackshaw and Nazzaro (2004) describe social media as “a variety of new sources 

of online information that is created, initiated, circulated, and used by consumers with the intent 

of educating one another about products, brands, services, personalities, and issues” (p. 2).  
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Figure 1 

The New Communications Paradigm  

 

Source: (Mangold & Faulds, 2009) 

Trends have severely weakened the usefulness and practicality of traditional marketing 

strategies (Mangold & Faulds, 2009). Traditional sources of advertising such as radio, television, 

magazines, and newspapers are no longer consumers’ choice for sources of information. As 

noted by researchers Mangold and Faulds (2009), consumers want the information they desire 

immediately and on-demand. Consumers turn to different types of social media more frequently 

than just one when searching for information (Mangold & Faulds, 2009). Yet another trend that 

has transformed customary marketing approaches is the fact that social media is viewed by users 

as a more trustworthy source of information (Mangold & Faulds, 2009). 
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According to researchers Mangold and Faulds (2009), social media has two roles in terms 

of marketing. The first is to use social media to talk to their consumers, or students in this case. 

The second is what makes social media so unique; consumers can use it to talk with one another 

(Mangold & Faulds, 2009). Colleges of Agriculture may not have control over what consumers 

say to one another over social media platforms, but they have the capability to influence those 

conversations. Control of spreading information is no longer just in the hands of the marketing 

organization since social media has taken its place within the promotional mix. Colleges should 

track online buzz, posts, conversations, and news using a monitoring tool to encourage or 

discourage what is circulating (Barnes & Jacobsen, 2012). They not only have to be aware of the 

content they provide but the content that is being provided by others beyond their control. 

Mangold and Faulds (2009) suggest nine ways to shape and promote discussions on 

social media between individuals.  

1. Provide networking platforms: Customers want to connect with people who have 

similar interests and preferences to their own. Institutions may reap the benefits of 

that urge by building groups of like-minded people via social media channels. 

2. Use blogs and other social media tools to engage customers (students): When users 

can submit feedback, they feel more involved, and invested with institutions. 

3. Use both traditional and Internet-based promotional tools to engage customers 

(students): People often communicate more through word-of-mouth and social media 

when they are engaged with the program or idea and become natural supporters of the 

cause. 

4. Provide information: When users feel they are familiar and know a lot about an 

institution, they feel more at ease to talk and express their thoughts about it. 
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5. Be outrageous: Ridiculous or outrageous things tend to draw people’s attention and 

elicits conversation. Being outrageous is a highly effective promotional strategy.  

6. Provide exclusivity: People identify with feeling special and unique as individuals.  

7. Design products with talking points and consumer-desired self-images in mind: 

Products, services, events, etc. should be planned with attention given to speaking 

points, to promote interactions focused on world-of-mouth, and virtual 

communications via social media. When something supports the way a person wants 

to be thought of or their desired self-image, they often will discuss it with others or 

post on social media. 

8. Support causes that are important to consumers (students): When someone feels 

emotionally linked or it is important to someone, they are more likely to tell others. 

9. Utilize the power of stories: Stories are often repeated because they are unforgettable; 

the more memorable the more likely it is to be repeated. 

By understanding the elements of social media and how it functions, marketing 

administrators can better incorporate it into their marketing framework. Using the strategies 

above, Colleges of Agriculture will be more effective in communicating with their target 

audience. Administrators may not be able to control the content on social media as they were 

with traditional forms of media, but with a coordinated, unified, and focused promotional 

message, they can shape the message about their college on social media (Mangold & Faulds, 

2009). 

There is a need to know more than which social media platforms students are using, or to 

rely on sound marketing strategies. There should also be an understanding of how potential 

students are using social media distinguished as well for marketing efforts on social media to be 
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effective. Turner (2017) reported, “While students may spend several hours a day on Instagram 

or Snapchat, for example, that doesn’t mean that those channels are used for college information-

gathering and decision-making” (p. 32). Researchers Barnes and Jacobsen (2012) agree, the 

usage of social media does not automatically equate with effectiveness of social media. Turner     

(2017) describes that students are in the gathering information phase of the college decision 

process, they are more inclined to use college websites and review sites. Once students start to 

refine their list of possible colleges, they turn to social media to get a feel of what the campus 

and students are like. Two out of five students use social media to make a decision on which 

college to attend (Turner, 2017). Social media is useful in influencing college choice, but not as 

useful in increasing college awareness among potential students.  

Colleges of Agriculture Social Media Presence 

Colleges are using social media in various ways on differing platforms to fully reach their 

audience. When asked to identify uses of social media, institutions responded with student 

recruitment, alumni relations, student communication, public relations, student retention, 

branding, community building, engagement, and event promotion being at the top of the list 

(Barnes & Jacobsen, 2012). A commonality among these things are they are intangible. The only 

tangible object reflecting the standard of a college education is a diploma. With so much relating 

to college life being intangible, great importance is placed on experiences that leave positive, 

authentic impressions to students (Gregory, 2018). Researchers DeAndrea et al. (2012) account, 

“Reducing uncertainty about college and shaping positive expectancies through social media can 

go a long way in facilitating a healthy transition to college” (p. 16). Some common ways 

Colleges of Agriculture are using social media to connect and communicate those positive 
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impressions with students are through content, relevance, engagement, and connectedness within 

their social media platforms.  

Social Media Content  

Social media platforms support various types of content such as photos, videos, links, and 

text. Quality of content presented is also reported as significant when considering effectiveness 

(Safko, 2012). Colleges are meeting students through specific content such as virtual tours, 

school pride, alumni groups, sharing department content, reaching out to prospective students, 

and advertising (Kessler, 2011). AU offers four different live webcam views of their campus, as 

well as multiple virtual walking tours posted on YouTube bringing the campus instantly to 

students. Each of the Universities, AU, CU, LSU, UF, and UGA, all present various virtual tours 

of campuses and programs on their webpages. Virtual tours allow students to virtually navigate a 

walking tour that they could take in person (Kessler, 2011). Universities show tours of the entire 

campus but colleges within the university can connect on a more intimate level with students 

with their own campus tours within the college. These often show the programs, instructors, and 

buildings of the Colleges of Agriculture giving prospective students authentic images so they can 

imagine what life on campus would be like.  

Blogging is a way college administrators create a feeling of connectedness for students. 

DeAndrea et al. (2012) states, “Blogs can be used in academia to connect students, foster social 

support, and promote self-expression” (p. 16). Some colleges use administrators to create and 

maintain blogs, while other colleges hire current students to be the curators. Research has shown 

that content created by users has an important role to play in affecting the branding of goods, 

services, companies, and even colleges (Liu et al., 2019). Using students to create and 

communicate through blogs or as mini blogs via Twitter yield effective and trusted content. 
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According to Turner (2017), “Students prefer less produced more authentic posts” (p. 33). Peer 

generated content posted on blogs and other social media platforms give current and prospective 

students an authentic, meaningful way to learn about institutions through the eyes and voices of 

current students and faculty (Getty, 2015). Blogs allow others to comment giving them a voice as 

well as the author. Students want to engage in the conversation and not just be spoken to (Getty, 

2015). This conversation can transpire via a blog or other social media outlets. 

Frequency, how often content should be posted on social media, is another element that is 

significant (Gregory, 2018). There has been little research conducted as to how often colleges are 

expected by their audiences to post on social media. Frequency of posts can vary depending on 

the social media type. However, many colleges will post similar information across all of their 

social media channels at once making it a much simpler task for administrators and widening 

their reach among their audience.  

Social Media Relevance 

 Merriam-Webster dictionary (n.d.) defines relevance “as the ability to retrieve material 

that satisfies the needs of the user.” The definition points directly back to the framework that this 

study is based on; the uses and gratifications theory, which will be discussed further in this 

chapter. Social media is used to satisfy a need of the user. With that in mind, students need to 

find relevance in the social media content posted by institutions in order to find value in it. Social 

media provides a channel where current and potential students can actively participate in what is 

relevant and important to them concerning their college experience. Tailoring relevant topics to 

specific media channels will increase marketing reach, garnering more attention from college’s 

audience.  
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Social Media Engagement  

The advent of social media has provided opportunities to develop peer-support networks 

in ways that may not have been historically possible before students arrived on campus 

(DeAndrea et al., 2012). This helps students to begin college with a more substantial social 

network than they would have had otherwise. Along with establishing and maintaining 

interpersonal connections, social media sites can lead students as they enter the new social 

environment of college life. Fans, followers, hits, likes, favorites, shares, hashtags all linking 

back to the college suggests engagement of students on social media with the college as well as 

with their peers. 

Social media is also a way that students are able to have peer-to-peer interaction. Beattie 

et al. (2019) state “Using social media as tool for social interaction is derived from the 

motivation to communicate with others in a designed space” (p. 205). Students can communicate 

with other students via Facebook groups set up by organizations/clubs or classes within the 

college, student blogs, etc. Peers, as well as colleges, are disseminating information to students. 

With Colleges not the sole sender of information, they cannot control the communication but as 

previously discussed, they can steer it (Mangold & Faulds, 2009). Researchers Mangold and 

Faulds (2009) noted students are more apt to believe fellow peers and consider them more 

trustworthy and authentic. It is very important that Colleges give a feeling of authenticity to their 

students leading to trust.   

Social Media Connectedness  

Sites on social media provide a unique opportunity to facilitate social interaction in the 

college setting. Learning about peers and college through social media sites can help students to 

have university satisfaction and affiliation (DeAndrea et al., 2012). This feeling of connectedness 



 
 

32 
 
 

with their College can be created through their engagement with their College or peers on social 

media. Researchers DeAndrea et al. (2012) argue the feeling of inclusion with their college 

community is in direct relationship with adjustment to college life.  

Social media platforms of institutions are also used to “brand” the college and entice 

people to essentially join or follow (Turner, 2017). Joining for a prospective student would 

necessitate attracting them to come to campus either virtually or in-person to get a sense of how 

the campus feels and to see if they could feel like part of the family. The desire to trust and 

believe in a college can be met through branding. Students want to feel part of something real 

and authentic. For current students, joining would encompass being engaged with functions and 

activities that are going on with the college in person, online, or both.  

Alumni are also an important sector that social media reaches to help deepen the sense of 

pride that is felt for their college. Alumni give funds and networking opportunities back to their 

alma mater. They also provide an authentic connection for new students to someone who has 

been in their shoes and made it through. This creates a life-line for new students. New students 

connecting with seasoned alumni and alumni living vicariously through them, allow both alumni 

to stay connected to their college as well as new students to deepen this connection (Kessler, 

2011). 

Uses and Gratifications Theory 

 This study was structured using the uses and gratifications theory, which seeks to explain 

why people are pursuing media outlets to meet personal needs and the implications of their 

media use (Katz et al., 1974). The audience within the context of the uses and gratifications 

theory is active rather than passive. It suggests users are not passively participating in their media 

selection but rather seeking media sources that will ultimately satisfy their needs. In 1973, 
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researchers Katz et al. performed the first research examining the relationship between the 

motivation of the viewer, the media satisfaction and the outcome. Delving into the psychological 

perspective of what mix of characteristics renders different media sources more or less ideal for 

fulfilling various personal needs (Katz et al., 1973). 

 There are five elements of the uses and gratifications model that researchers Katz et al. 

(1974) outlined: 

1. The audience is perceived as active as they seek to select media to satisfy their need.  

2. The audience has free will to choose their media of choice. 

3. The media outlets are competing with other sources to satisfy the audiences’ needs. 

4. The audience is self-aware of their needs and media choices. They can articulate their 

decisions when questioned.  

5. Value judgments should not be made toward differing media.  

  Because the uses and gratifications theory provides a unique perspective as to why people 

use certain media content, this theory has been applied to a broad variety of situations associated 

with meditated communications (Ko, 2000). Thus, the uses and gratification theory is applied 

whenever a new form of media comes to fruition. Traditionally, the uses and gratification theory 

was applied to media such as television, radio, and printed materials. With users actively seeking 

out the media that best fulfills their needs and the advent of the internet, which alone 

accomplishes several functions that were performed by traditional media outlets, the theory was 

employed in Ko’s (2000) research. 

 Ko (2000) used a self-reported questionnaire to collect data on internet usage motivation. 

Participants showed their level of agreement with statements using nine motivational dimensions 

(Ko, 2000). The nine dimensions were:  
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1. Information: “To learn about things that are useful” and “Because it helps me solve a 

certain problem,” 

2. Pass Time: “To pass the time” and “When I have nothing better to do,” 

3. Entertainment: “Because it entertains me” and “Because it’s enjoyable,” 

4. Surveillance: “To keep up with what’s going on in the world” and “To learn about 

things that I have known,” 

5. Social Interaction: “So I can talk with other people about what’s going on,” 

6. Habit: “Because it’s a habit, just something I do” and “Because I just like to surf the 

Internet,” 

7. Escape: “To forget about school or any other chores in my life” and “I can get away 

from my problems at hand,” 

8. Companionship: “When there’s no one else to talk or to be with” and “To reduce 

feeling loneliness,” 

9. Interactive Control: “Because I can decide which site to visit and not visit by my own 

free will” and “Because it’s interactive.” 

 Audiences have numerous options to varying forms of media as more technologies 

emerge. Audiences are choosing which form of media and technology in order to meet their 

need. The uses and gratification theory offers insights regarding the reasons why individuals are 

choosing certain media types to obtain the gratification desired. Researchers Katz et al. (1973) 

attest that the central notion media is used by individuals to connect themselves by instrumental, 

affective or integrative relations with others such as self, family, friends, etc. These researchers 

surmised that individuals felt the need to be connected through different forms of media based on 

the association they desired (Katz et al., 1973). 
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Future Investment 

As colleges question if social media efforts are worth allocating funds away from 

traditional forms of media, respondents were split (Barnes & Jacobsen, 2012). Some colleges opt 

to utilize free social media tools and make minimal investments on promotional fees while others 

fully embrace the idea. Those fully invested in marketing through social media may have 

employees specifically focused on social media, premium account subscriptions, advanced 

analytics, and paid social media advertising (Barnes & Jacobsen, 2012). Some institutions are 

attempting to measure effectiveness of social media efforts by comments, number of followers, 

number of page views, analytics (such as Google analytics), and/or student surveys. Overall 

measures are insufficient. Researchers Barnes & Jacobsen (2012) concluded that measuring, 

monitoring, and tracking were areas where colleges need to increase their focus of attention.  

Summary 

In summary, minimal research has been conducted on the influence and effectiveness of 

social media efforts among colleges. There is currently no research specifically addressing 

student perceptions and effectiveness of Colleges of Agriculture social media influence and 

retention efforts nor guidance for incorporating social media into their marketing strategies. 

Research has established that colleges are using social media as a marketing tool to connect and 

communicate with potential and current students. Colleges are using social media to shape and 

encourage communication with and among students through social media content, relevance, 

engagement, and connectedness but with no instruments to measure if their efforts are effective. 

Colleges of Agriculture can use this instrument to create and revise existing social media 

practices as well as to justify resources being allocated to social media efforts.  
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CHAPTER III: METHODS 

The purpose of this study was to ascertain the perceptions and the influence social media 

of Colleges of Agriculture has among their first-year and first-year transfer students. To 

accomplish this purpose, this study developed an instrument based on prior research, post-

secondary agriculture student perceptions regarding social media platforms, and social media of 

Colleges of Agriculture. The methods and procedures used in developing and conducting this 

research study are discussed within this chapter.  

Research Approach and Design 

The methodology employed for this study was a quantitative survey design.  Creswell 

(1994) defines quantitative research as “an inquiry into a social or human problem, based on 

testing a theory composed of variables, measured with numbers, and analyzed with statistical 

procedures, in order to determine whether the predictive generalizations of the theory hold true” 

(p. 2). Creswell (2009) further stated that a survey design offers descriptions of opinions of a 

population by studying a sample of that population. Researchers Campbell and Stanley (1973) 

refer this survey methodology as a one-shot case study allowing for exploration and 

generalization through comparison and contrasts of a sample population. This descriptive and 

correlational study used a quantitative non-experimental survey research design. This method 

was chosen because of the type of data being collected, its intended use, research objectives, and 

the population that was being studied. Data was collected through an online Qualtrics 

questionnaire. Participants were able to access the questionnaire from home with no risk of 

contact due to social distancing restrictions during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Purpose and Objectives of the Study 
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The purpose of this study was to determine first-year student perceptions and 

effectiveness of social media influence in Southeastern Land-Grant Universities Colleges of 

Agriculture The study describes first-year students within Colleges of Agriculture addressing 

their College of Agriculture’s social media platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, 

Snapchat, YouTube, Flicker, LinkedIn, and Pinterest. The focus of this investigation was social 

media of Colleges of Agriculture as a communication, retention, and occupational resources. 

Research objectives for this study are based on the AAAE National Research Agenda Priority 3 

#15: “What methods, models and practices are effective in recruiting agricultural leadership, 

education and communication practitioners, and supporting their success at all stages of their 

careers?” (Roberts et al., 2016, p. 31). 

Objectives 

1. Identify personal and academic characteristics of the target population. 

2. Identify social media platforms and other communication channels of the 

Colleges of Agriculture used by students. 

3. Describe the effectiveness of social media on student communication, retention, 

and occupational resources within the College of Agriculture. 

Participants 

This study’s target population included first-year and first-year transfer post-secondary 

students enrolled in public land-grant Southeastern University Colleges of Agriculture. Four 

Southeastern United States Colleges of Agriculture participated in this study from the states of 

Louisiana, Florida, Georgia, and North Carolina. Students receiving the questionnaire were 

enrolled in introductory agriculture courses or enrolled within Colleges of Agriculture. Some 

participating Colleges of Agriculture did not have first-year students enrolled in introductory 
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agriculture courses because enrollment in those courses fall after a student’s first year. In order to 

capture the target population of first-year students, questionnaires were sent to the entire first-

year and first-year transfer student population of three of the participating colleges. Students 

were asked to select if they were a first year student, first year transfer student or other so that 

any questionnaires could be pulled that did not meet participation criteria. Another question 

asking students to select their major was incorporated to ensure respondents were from Colleges 

of Agriculture. Participants not meeting this specification were removed from the data set. 

The population of this study fall within the following parameters: 

 First-year students during the 2019-2020 school year 

 Or transfer students within their first year at that school during the 2019-2020 school 

year 

 Enrolled in a public land-grant Southeastern University  

 Identified as College of Agriculture Major 

Institutional Review Board 

 Auburn University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) reviews all research activities that 

involve human subjects for compliance with federal, state, local and institutional regulations, 

guidelines, and ethical research principles. All human research studies require authorization 

before any inquiry can commence. Auburn University’s IRB granted approval upon submission 

of appropriate applications and information to the IRB review board. Approved forms are 

included in Appendix 1. 

Instrumentation 

After reviewing accessible and relevant literature it was determined that no instruments 

existed to examine post-secondary student perceptions and influence of Colleges of Agriculture 
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social media. Therefore, an initial instrument was developed by the researcher in collaboration 

with others based on relevant research, the uses and gratification theory (Katz et al., 1974), and 

modeled after Gregory’s (2018) instrument, Perceptions of Quality of Social Media Practices 

During the Admissions Cycle. Gregory’s (2018) instrument was chosen because it accessed 

participants’ perception of their institution’s social media presence during their first year of 

college. Wildman and Torres’(2001) instrument was also utilized for a model to categorize 

personal characteristics of participants.     

The instrument contained 44 questions and divided into two sections; social media (35 

questions) and participant characteristics (9 questions). Items were further divided into the 

following areas concerning social media: (1) platforms and usage, (2) content, (3) relevance, (4) 

engagement, and (5) connectedness. This is illustrated in Figure 2.  

Figure 2  

A Conceptual Model Leading to Effectiveness of Social Media by Colleges of Agriculture 

 

 

Each of the five areas were divided into sections. Section one contained questions 

regarding participants’ type and frequency of social media use. Questions were designed using a 
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5 point interval measurement scale: strongly agree (5), agree (4), neither agree nor disagree (3), 

disagree (2), and strongly disagree (1). Section two, social media content, was composed of 

selected response questions and statements asking participants to rate their agreement regarding 

their College of Agriculture’s social media content using the interval measurement scale to 

gauge participants’ level of agreement or disagreement with the statements. Section three (social 

media relevance), section four (social media engagement), and section five (social media 

connectedness) all utilized the interval measurement scale for response options. Participant 

characteristics questions used categorical selection options and open text fields where necessary. 

A blueprint of the instrument’s design is shown in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3  

Instrument Blueprint
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The instrument was tailored to enable participants to easily use smartphones to complete 

the questionnaire. Dillman et al. (2014) credits mobile devices, such as smartphones and tablets, 

as the primary way that some people connect to the Internet. Dillman et al. (2014) suggests 

avoiding open-ended questions that often yield detailed answers if a number of participants are 

expected to use a smartphone or table to respond. The survey design was considered to 

accommodate smaller screens as participants often choose to use smart phones or tablets to 

participate for the accessibility and convenience. Nonetheless, participants were instructed it was 

best to use a desktop computer as they took the questionnaire. 

Reliability  

 The instrument was tested for both face and content validity and reliability. Ross and 

Shannon (2016) state, “The extent to which our data-collection instruments, or processes, 

measure what they are supposed to measure is an indication of validity” (p. 235). Content 

validity measures the connection between the indicators (or content of the items) and the 

constructs addressed in the study (Ross & Shannon, 2016). Face validity refers to the extent at 

which the instrument appears to measure what it claims to. A panel of Auburn faculty and 

administrators reviewed the questionnaire for readability and appropriateness of content 

coverage. As a result of their feedback and evaluation, some design suggestions were 

recommended. Appropriate modifications were made at that time. The instrument was then 

subjected to further testing.  

 Pilot study (1) was conducted with a representative group of participants for content and 

face validity (Lindner, et al., 2001). The pilot study was vital for managing measurement error to 

ensure that the statements and questions were appropriate for the objectives under investigation 

(Dillman, Smyth, & Christian, 2014). Pilot study (1) was conducted to ensure questions were 
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interpreted the way the researcher intended. Questions/statements were provided to the pilot 

participant group using a paper copy and submitted back to the researcher upon completion. The 

panel was asked to use their expertise to indicate ambiguous statements, grammatically 

problematic phrases, or leading questions. After a review of their responses, interviews were 

conducted individually to gain further feedback. Based on the panel’s responses and interviews, 

the instrument was considered acceptable and ready for the second pilot study to begin. 

Reliability is the ability of a measure to yield consistent results. Ross and Shannon (2016) 

reported “the more consistent results from an evaluation method are, the more reliable they are.” 

(p. 237). To test for reliability and internal validity, a pilot test was administered to 15 (N = 15) 

post-secondary agricultural education students enrolled in at least one agricultural education 

course at AU that were not part of the study. The population of the pilot study was representative 

of the target population as they are agricultural students enrolled in a Southeastern Land-Grant 

University. The pilot study was crucial to control the measurement inaccuracies to ensure that 

statements and questions were acceptable for the objectives of the study (Dillman et al., 2014). 

To further test the reliability of the instrument, Cronbach’s alpha was calculated using 

SPSS, Version 26. This measure indicated how well questionnaire items and variables which 

measure similar concepts correlate with one another. Cronbach’s alpha ranges from 0 to 1. 

Cronbach’s alpha was calculated for the areas within the instrument to determine their internal 

consistency within the pilot study. A coefficient greater than 0.7 is generally agreed upon as an 

acceptable level of reliability (Gliem & Gliem, 2003).  Results for Cronbach’s alpha for the pilot 

study (N = 15) in the four areas are as follows: social media content (α = 0.907), social media 

relevance (α = 0.907), social media engagement (α = 0.909), and social media connectedness (α 

= 0.918). The results indicated a high degree of internal consistency. At the conclusion of the 
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pilot test, the researcher and Auburn faculty analyzed the results. The instrument was found to be 

valid and suitable for the study to begin.  

Data Collection 

 Four Southeastern Land-Grant Public University Colleges of Agriculture choose to 

participate in the study. The researcher worked closely with contacts of the four institutions as 

participant selection was made. Institutions had differing list serve capabilities so the distribution 

was varied among survey sites. Questions within the instrument were in place to offset this issue 

to ensure data was uniform across the population when analyzed. The target population for the 

study remained the same for all participating Colleges of Agriculture institutions; first-year or 

first-year transfer students within the College of Agriculture. 

 The researcher distributed all information to contacts of the institutions for the study to 

begin. Data collection spanned approximately one month (April-May, 2020). Contacts received 

an email including a letter to survey sites (Appendix 3), a questionnaire email invitation 

(Appendix 4) and three questionnaire email invitation reminders: invitation reminder letter one 

(Appendix 5), invitation reminder letter two (Appendix 6), and invitation reminder letter three 

(Appendix 7). The letter to the participating universities included a thank you for partnering to 

further the reach of the study, denoted a timeline in which the questionnaire would be first 

administered, three dates for reminder emails to be sent, and contact information. Dillman et al. 

(2014) suggested that an invitation email should introduce recipients to the questionnaire, 

explain why they have been chosen, and emphasize why their response is important. The 

questionnaire email invitation letter inviting students to participate in the study, included the web 

address link to begin the instrument through Qualtrics, the researcher, and chair’s contact 

information.  
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Three reminder emails were sent, as a follow up to increase survey response rate 

according to Dillman’s et al. (2014) recommendation. The content of each email reminder was 

varied as suggested by Dillman et al. (2014). The first reminder was sent five days after the 

initial invitation to participate was disseminated. The reminder email explained that the 

questionnaire invitation had previously been sent, it thanked those who had already responded 

and asked those who not already participated in the questionnaire to please do so (Appendix 5). 

The second reminder email was sent nine days after the initial participation invitation. Again 

with varied wording as recommend by Dillman et al. (2014), it encouraged those who had not yet 

participated to complete the questionnaire and again thanked those who had already submitted 

(Appendix 6). Twelve days after the initial invitation, a third and final reminder email was sent. 

It urged those who had not participated to do so, it highlighted it was a short questionnaire taking 

approximately ten minutes, responses were confidential, and we were looking forward to their 

response (Appendix 7).  Reminder emails were sent to all participants each time, as there was no 

way for their contact information to be removed from the contact lists sent by the institutions.  

Of the 60 (n = 60) responses, 45 percent were received after the initial invitation and 

before the first reminder email was sent. Following the first reminder, another 18 percent of 

responses were received. Another 10 percent of responses were received after the second 

reminder email, while the final 27 percent of responses were received following the third and 

final reminder email. Based on methods established by Lindner et al. (2001) to address non-

response bias an analysis of differences between early and late respondents found there to be no 

statistically significant differences.  

The population for this study included first-year and first-year transfer post-secondary 

students attending participating Colleges of Agriculture (N = 574). Participating colleges 
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disseminated questionnaires via email as discussed above. A total of 60 (n = 60) usable survey 

responses were returned during the duration of the study, resulting in an overall response rate of 

10.5 percent (leaving UF non-response out of the calculations as the number of N was not 

provided).  

Table 2 

Response Rate of Participating Land-Grant University Colleges of Agriculture 

College of Agriculture N n 

LSU 254 47 

CU 251 9 

UGA - Tifton 67 2 

UF  2 

  60 

Note. University of Florida did not provide N. 

This is a low response rate. According to the National Survey of Student Engagement 

(NSSE, 2016), an average response rate for institutions is 28 percent. Fosnacht et al. (2017) 

found depending on institution size, as few as 25 to 75 respondents yield reliable institution-level 

estimates for the majority of institutions. Researchers also found consistent estimates can be 

generated from rather low response rates (Fosnacht et al., 2017). Further decreased rate of 

response was due to the COVID-19 2020 pandemic. As a result, a number of students may not 

have participated due to reasons beyond their control. Incentives were not offered for 

participation.   

Data Analysis 

The objectives of this study guided the data analysis procedures utilized in this research 

study. A combination of analysis procedures such as means, standard deviations, frequencies, 

percentages, Pearson product-moment correlation, and independent t-tests were used to 

appropriately examine the information collected from the instrument. Collected data were coded 

and analyzed using SPSS Version 26.  
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Analysis by each objective 

Objective 1:  Identify personal and academic characteristics of the target population. 

Descriptive statistics is appropriate for the objective in this study as the participants represent an 

intact group and were not selected at random. Frequency and percent tables were calculated to 

represent the participant selection. Gender, ethnicity, hometown, age, school status, and major 

were generated as frequencies and percentages to describe participant characteristics.  

Objective 2: To identify social media platforms and other communication channels of 

Colleges of Agriculture used by students, frequencies and percentages were employed. 

Participants were questioned regarding which social media channels they use such as Facebook, 

Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, YouTube, Flicker, LinkedIn, and Pinterest. Each of these 

platforms were assigned a code for analysis purposes. Participants were also asked their 

frequency of use of social media. To determine how social media of Colleges of Agriculture 

ranked among other communication methods used by participants’ Colleges of Agriculture, they 

were asked to select all other methods of communication that provide information to them from 

their college. Tables with frequencies and percentages identify which social media platforms are 

most frequently used, which College of Agriculture social media platforms are most frequently 

used, how active participants are on social media, and what other College of Agriculture 

communication methods are reaching participants.  

Objective 3: Describe the effectiveness of social media on student communication, 

retention, and occupational resources within the College of Agriculture was analyzed and data 

was reported using frequencies, percentages, means, standard deviations, Pearson product-

moment correlation, and independent t-tests. Means and standard deviations were used to 
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describe social media in the following areas of the instrument; content, relevance, engagement, 

and connectedness. Participants were asked to rate statements based on their perceptions using 

the following interval measurement scale: strongly agree (5), agree (4), neither agree nor 

disagree (3), disagree (2), and strongly disagree (1). Frequencies and percentages were used to 

describe the type of social media posted by Colleges of Agriculture that students enjoyed as well 

as which posts by their College of Agriculture they commonly see. Ross and Shannon (2016) 

suggest using a correlation to measure the strength of association between variables. A Pearson 

product-moment correlation coefficient was used to present the relationship between social 

media areas (content, relevance, engagement, and connectedness). Davis’ (1971) explanation of 

Pearson r was used to define the strength of the relationship within this study. The magnitude of 

the correlation coefficient is defined as follows: .01 ≥ r ≥ .09 = Negligible, .10 ≥ r ≥ .29 = Low, 

.30 ≥ r ≥ .49 = Moderate, .50 ≥ r ≥ .69 = Substantial, r ≥ .70 = Very Strong (Davis, 1971).  

To determine if statistical differences are present between the frequency levels of social 

media use independent t-tests were calculated. Groups were broken into two groups: low use and 

high use. Participants accessing social media ten times or less per day were grouped as low use 

and participants accessing social media eleven or more times per day were grouped as high use.  

Independent samples t-tests were used to compare the frequency that participants accessed social 

media on the areas of social media content, relevance, engagement, and connectedness..  
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CHAPTER IV: DATA ANALYSIS AND FINDINGS 

 The objective of this chapter is to present the findings of the study following data 

analysis of each research objective. SPSS Version 26 was used for data analysis and reporting 

purposes.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to determine first-year and first-year transfer student 

perceptions and the effectiveness of social media influence in Southeastern Land-Grant 

Universities Colleges of Agriculture. The study describes first-year students within Colleges of 

Agriculture, addressing their College of Agriculture’s social media platforms such as Facebook, 

Twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, YouTube, Flicker, LinkedIn, and Pinterest. The focus of this 

investigation was social media of Colleges of Agriculture as communication, retention, and 

occupational resources.   

Study Design 

 A correlational study design using a quantitative non-experimental method was utilized 

to investigate and analyze first-year and first-year transfer student perceptions as related to 

Colleges of Agriculture’s social media presence. Four Land-Grant Colleges of Agriculture within 

the Southeastern United States participated in the study: CU, LSU, UF, and UGA-Tifton. 

Students receiving the questionnaire were current College of Agriculture first-year or first-year 

transfer majors. The questionnaire was divided into five areas of interest regarding social media: 

(1) platforms and usage, (2) content, (3) relevance, (4) engagement, and (5) connectedness. 

Participants’ personal and academic characteristics were also part of the study. Data was 

collected during the months of April and May of 2020. The questionnaire was administered 

through Qualtrics and results were analyzed using SPSS Version 26. 
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Analysis by Study Objectives 

The objectives of this study guided the data analysis procedures utilized in this research 

study. Study objectives were analyzed and reported according to the type of data collected and 

the most suitable statistical method. 

Objective 1: Identify personal and academic characteristics of the target population.  

Personal characteristics of the target population are presented in Table 3 below. Females 

comprised the largest gender group of participants with 79.7percent (f = 47) of respondents. 

Males consisted of 16.9 percent (f = 10) of respondents. One participant 1.7 percent (f = 1) 

responded as “other,” 1.7 percent (f = 1) responded “prefer not to say,” and the final participant 

1.7 percent (f = 1) made no selection. Participants were also asked to self-disclose their race. The 

majority of participants 86.4 percent (f = 51) reported a white ethnicity followed by black or 

African American 6.8 percent ( f = 4), Hispanic or Latino 1.7 percent (f = 1), Asian or Pacific 

Islander 3.4 percent (f = 2), and other 1.7 percent (f = 1). Participants’ hometown varied and are 

listed in descending order from 33 percent (f = 20) reporting they come from a large town, 28.3 

percent (f = 17) reporting to be from a rural area/small town, 25 percent (f = 15) reporting a large 

city, and 13.3 percent (f = 8) reporting a farm or ranch. The overwhelming majority of 

participants 96.7 percent (f = 58) report they were between the ages of 18 to 24 year olds and 3.3 

percent (f = 2) reported to be between the ages of 25 to 34 year olds.  
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Table 3 

Personal Characteristics of First-year and First-year Transfer College of Agriculture Students 

Personal Characteristics f % 

Gender: Female  47 79.7 

 Male 10 16.9 

 Other 1 1.7 

 Prefer not say 1 1.7 

 No selection made 1 1.7 

Ethnicity: White 51 86.4 

 Black / African American 4 6.8 

 Asian / Pacific Islander 2 3.4 

 Hispanic / Latino 1 1.7 

 Other 1 1.7 

Hometown: On a farm or ranch 8 13.3 

 In a rural area/small town (10,000 or less)  17 28.3 

 In a large town (10,000 to 50,000) 20 33.3 

 In a large city (50,000 or more) 15 25.0 

Age: 18 - 24 58 96.7 

 25 - 34 2 3.3 

 

Academic characteristics of the target population are presented in Table 4 below. The 

majority of student participants  83.3 percent (f = 50) were first-year students with the remaining 

respondent’s 16.7 percent (f = 10) being first-year transfer students. College of Agriculture 

majors reported by participants varied widely. The majority of majors were Animal Science 43.3 

percent (f = 26). Natural Resources, Ecology and Management/Wildlife was selected second 

highest 15 percent (f = 9) with the remaining 41.7 percent (f = 25) coming from nine other 

majors within Colleges of Agriculture. 
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Table 4 

Academic Characteristics of First-year and First-year Transfer College of Agriculture Students 

Academic Characteristics f % 

School Status: First-year Student 50 83.3 

 First-year Transfer 10 16.7 

Major: Animal Science 26 43.3 

 Natural Resources, Ecology & Management / Wildlife 9 15.0 

 Food Science / Nutrition 6 10.0 

 Ag Extension / Ag Education  5 8.4 

 Agribusiness 5 8.3 

 Plant & Soil Systems 2 3.3 

 Plant Science 2 3.3 

 Textiles, Apparel & Merchandising 2 3.3 

 Ag Marketing  1 1.7 

 Environmental Management Systems 1 1.7 

 Wildlife & Fisheries  1 1.7 

 

Objective 2: Identify social media platforms and other communication channels of the Colleges 

of Agriculture used by students. 

Participants were asked selected questions about their social media usage and habits. As 

reported in Table 5, College of Agriculture students were asked to identify the social media 

platform they use most often between four popular social media platforms. Findings show 50 

percent (f = 30) used of participants Snapchat, 31.7 percent (f = 19) Instagram, followed by 11.7 

percent (f = 7) used Facebook, and 6.7 percent (f = 4) Twitter.  

Table 5  

Social Media Platform Used Most Often by First-Year and First-Year Transfer College of 

Agriculture Students 

Social Media Platform f % 

Snapchat 30 50.0 

Instagram 19 31.7 

Facebook 7 11.7 

Twitter 4 6.7 

Total 60 100.0 
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Results presented in Table 6 reveal social media platforms used by participants. 

Participants were asked to select all social media platforms that they used, not considering 

frequency of use, in order to access the reach of social media among the targeted population. The 

social media platform used by more respondents than any other was Instagram with 95 percent (f 

= 57) followed closely by Snapchat with 91.7 percent (f = 55). Other social media platforms fell 

behind those with 80.3 percent (f = 48) of respondents using YouTube, 71.7 percent (f = 43) used 

Facebook, 48.3 percent (f = 29) Twitter, 45 percent (f = 27) Pinterest, 18 percent (f = 11) 

LinkedIn, and only 1.7 percent (f = 1) Flicker. 

Table 6  

Social Media Platforms Used by First-year and First-year Transfer College of Agriculture 

Students 

Social Media Platform f % 

Instagram 57 95.0 

Snapchat 55 91.7 

YouTube 48 80.0 

Facebook 43 71.7 

Twitter  29 48.3 

Pinterest 27 45.0 

LinkedIn 11 18.3 

Flicker 1 1.7 

 

Next, participants were asked to select their top three social media platforms used. This 

information is displayed in Table 7 and was used to gauge where the student participants spent 

their time on social media. Participants selected Snapchat with a percentage of 86.7 (f = 52) and 

Instagram 81.7 percent (f = 49), YouTube 40 percent (f = 24), Facebook 38.3 percent (f = 23), 

Twitter 35 percent (f = 21), Pinterest 8.3 percent (f = 5), and lastly LinkedIn 3.3 percent (f = 2).  
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Table 7  

Top 3 Social Media Platforms Used by First-Year and First-Year Transfer College of 

Agriculture Students 

Social Media Platform f % 

Snapchat 52 86.7 

Instagram 49 81.7 

YouTube 24 40.0 

Facebook 23 38.3 

Twitter  21 35.0 

Pinterest 5 8.3 

LinkedIn 2 3.3 

Flicker 0 0.0 

 

Though students use the social media platforms previously mentioned, this does not 

guarantee that they follow their College of Agriculture on that platform. To understand which 

social media platforms of their College of Agriculture participants were actually using, 

participants were asked to indicate which social media platforms they “follow” or “like” their 

College of Agriculture. Allowing the researcher to distinguish between participants’ normal 

social media platform usage versus social media platform usage involving the College of 

Agriculture. As reported in Table 8 this is the following breakdown: 60 percent (f = 36) of 

participants follow their College of Agriculture on Instagram, 41.7 percent (f = 25) on Facebook, 

and 10 percent (f = 6) on Twitter. There are 18.3 percent (f = 11) of participants that do not 

follow their College of Agriculture on any social media platforms even though they are active on 

social media platforms. It is important to note, there were no participants that selected they 

follow their College of Agriculture on Snapchat, yet Snapchat was selected by 86.7 percent (f = 

52) as being one of their top three social media platforms.  
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Table 8 

Social Media Platforms Followed by First-year and First-year Transfer College of Agriculture 

Students 

Social Media Platform f % 

Instagram 36 60.0 

Facebook 25 41.7 

Twitter  6 10.0 

Snapchat 0 0.0 

YouTube 0 0.0 

Flicker 0 0.0 

LinkedIn 0 0.0 

Pinterest 0 0.0 

None: I do not follow my College of Agriculture on social media. 11 18.3 

 

Participants were asked two separate questions regarding their social media use to 

analyze which social media platforms students use and if they are participating with the College 

of Agriculture on those same social media platforms. Participants were asked to select their top 

three preferred social media platforms. They were also asked to select which social media 

platforms did they follow their College of Agriculture. The results presented in Table 9, compare 

the social media platforms used by participants versus the social media platforms in which they 

follow their College Agriculture. A difference in scores was calculated and show the largest 

difference in scores is Snapchat. This indicated Snapchat as the social media platform that 

Colleges of Agriculture are least likely to be connecting with their students. The smallest 

difference in scores is Facebook showing it to be the social media platform that Colleges of 

Agriculture are most often connecting with their students.  
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Table 9 

Top 3 Social Media Platforms Used versus College of Agriculture Social Media Accounts 

Followed by First-year and First-year Transfer College of Agriculture Students 

Social Media Platform  Social Media 

Platforms Used 

 Social Media 

Accounts 

Followed 

Discrepancy 

between 

platforms used 

and platforms 

followed 

 f %  f %  

Snapchat 52 86.7  0 0.0 52 

Twitter  21 35.0  6 10.0 15 

Instagram 59 81.7  36 60.0 13 

Facebook 23 37.7  25 41.7 2 

 

To distinguish how often participants check social media accounts per day, they were 

asked to select their frequency of use, shown in Table 10. The majority 48.3 percent (f = 29) of 

respondents selected they check social media between 4 to 10 times per day followed by 38.3 

percent (f = 23) check over 10 times per day. The remaining respondents 8.3 percent (f = 5) 

check between 2 to 3 times a day, 3.3 percent (f = 2) check once a day, and a single respondent 

1.7 percent (f = 1) check their social media less than once a day. 

Table 10 

Frequency First-year and First-year Transfer College of Agriculture Students Access Social 

Media  

Frequency of Social Media Use f % 

Less than once a day 1 1.7 

Once a day 2 3.3 

2 to 3 times a day 5 8.3 

4 to 10 times a day 29 48.3 

Over 10 times a day 23 38.3 

 

As presented in Table 11, 76.7 percent (f = 46) participants expect their College of 

Agriculture to have a presence on social media leaving the other 23.3 percent (f = 14) not 

expecting that of their College. 
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Table 11  

Expectation for College of Agriculture to have a presence on Social Media by First-year and 

First-year Transfer College of Agriculture Students 

Social Media Expectation f % 

Yes, I expect my College of Agriculture to have a social media presence. 46 76.7 

No, I do not expect my College of Agriculture to have a social media presence. 14 23.3 

 

To determine how social media ranked when compared to other communication methods 

used by Colleges of Agriculture, participants were asked to select which communication 

methods used by their College of Agriculture reached them. Data is presented in ranking order in 

Table 12.  Email 96.7 percent (f = 58) was the most frequent form of communication to reach 

participants, class communication 76.7 percent (f = 46), social media 53.3 percent (f = 32), 

printed materials 51.7% (f = 31), personal contact with other students 48.3 percent (f = 29), 

personal contact with professors 45 percent (f = 27), websites 43.3 percent (f = 26), and lastly 

club meetings 31.7 percent (f = 19). It is important to note that digital communication, be it email 

or social media, are two of the three highest forms of communication used that reach 

participants. 

Table 12  

Communication Methods used by the College of Agriculture to reach First-year and First-year 

Transfer College of Agriculture Students 

 

College of Agriculture Communication Methods Rank f % 

E-mail  1 58 96.7 

In class 2 46 76.7 

Social Media 3 32 53.3 

Printed materials (signs, posters, etc.) 4 31 51.7 

Personal contact with other students 5 29 48.3 

Personal contact with professors 6 27 45.0 

Website 7 26 43.3 

Club meetings  8 19 31.7 
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Objective 3: Describe the effectiveness of social media on student communication, retention, and 

occupational resources within the College of Agriculture. 

Social Media Content 

Participants were asked to rate statements relating to social media content of their 

College of Agriculture based on their perceptions using the following scale: strongly agree (5), 

agree (4), neither agree nor disagree (3), disagree (2), and strongly disagree (1). As reported in 

Table 13, participants on average agreed perceived that the variety of social media content used 

by the College of Agriculture was appropriate (M = 4.0) Participants tended to agree that College 

of Agriculture social media posts are informative (M = 3.85), social media posts sure occur more 

frequently from the College of Agriculture (M = 3.78), and the College of Agriculture’s social 

media posts have informed them of possible internships (M = 3.70). Participants tended to agree 

or neither agree nor disagree when asked if College of Agriculture’s social media posts have 

informed them potential careers (M = 3.53). Participants were inclined to disagree or either agree 

nor disagree when asked if social media posts should occur less frequently from the College of 

Agriculture (M = 2.57). It would make sense that if more students feel the College of Agriculture 

should post on social media more frequently (M = 3.78), then the mean of students to select that 

they should post less frequently would be less (M = 2.57) as it does. 
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Table 13 

Social Media Content Information as Perceived by First-year and First-year Transfer College of 

Agriculture Students 

Content Questions M SD 

The variety of social media content (posts, videos, pictures, polls, etc.) used by 

College of Agriculture is appropriate. 

4.00 0.76 

College of Agriculture social media posts are informative. 3.85 0.76 

Social media posts should occur more frequently from the College of 

Agriculture. 

3.78 0.85 

The College of Agriculture’s social media posts have informed me of possible 

internships. 

3.70 1.12 

The College of Agriculture’s social media posts have informed me of potential 

careers. 

3.53 1.05 

Social media posts should occur less frequently from the College of 

Agriculture. 

2.57 1.02 

Note. Scale: 1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Neither Agree nor Disagree, 4 = Agree, 

5=Strongly Agree. 

 

Types of social media posts enjoyed by participants are shown in Table 14. Both 

upcoming College of Agriculture events and available internships posts 80 percent (f = 48) are 

enjoyed the most, available career posts 78.3 percent (f = 47), fun facts 56.7 percent (f = 35), 

news about the College of Agriculture 56 percent (f = 34), images 51.7 percent (f = 31), student 

spotlights 46.7 percent (f = 28), information on different majors 46.7 percent (f = 28), club 

meeting information 45 percent (f = 27), alumni spotlights 28.3 percent (f = 17), and lastly 

alumni events 15 percent (f = 9). 
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Table 14  

Types of Social Media Posts Enjoyed by First-year and First-year Transfer College of 

Agriculture Students 

Content: Types Social Media Posts Enjoyed Rank f % 

Upcoming College of Agriculture events 1 48 80.0 

Available internships 2 48 80.0 

Available careers 3 47 78.3 

Fun facts 4 35 58.3 

News about the College of Agriculture 5 34 56.7 

Images  6 31 51.7 

Student spotlights 7 28 46.7 

Information on different majors 8 28 46.7 

Club meeting information 9 27 45.0 

Alumni spotlights 10 17 28.3 

Alumni events 11 9 15.0 

 

 Table 15 presents what students perceive as the types of social media posts commonly 

posted by the College of Agriculture. The results are as follows: news about the College of 

Agriculture was the most common at 61.7 percent (f = 37), upcoming College of Agriculture 

events 56.7 percent (f = 34), student spotlights 41.7 percent (f = 25), alumni spotlights 41.7 

percent (f = 25), available internships 38.3 percent (f = 23), available careers 31.7 percent (f = 

19), alumni events 23.3 percent (f = 14), images 21.7 percent (f = 13), fun facts 15 percent (f = 

9), information on different majors 13.3 percent (f = 8), and club meeting information 13.3 

percent (f = 8).  
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Table 15 

Types of Social Media Posts Commonly Seen by First-year and First-year Transfer College of 

Agriculture Students 

Content: Types Social Media Posts Seen Rank f % 

News about the College of Agriculture 1 37 61.7 

Upcoming College of Agriculture events 2 34 56.7 

Student spotlights 3 25 41.7 

Alumni spotlights 4 25 41.7 

Available internships 5 23 38.3 

Available careers 6 19 31.7 

Alumni events  7 14 23.3 

Images  8 13 21.7 

Fun facts 9 9 15.0 

Club meeting information 10 8 13.3 

Information on different majors 11 8 13.3 

 

When assessing the type of social media content from College of Agriculture accounts 

that participants enjoy as opposed to what was most commonly posted, the areas that 

administrators need to address can be identified (Table 16). The greatest difference in 

frequencies was available careers posts at difference of 28. Meaning 47 respondents enjoy this 

type of post but only 19 respondents report to commonly observe this type of post from their 

College. The next greatest discrepancy in frequencies was fun facts at 26, followed closely by 

available internships at 25. Student spotlights and news about the College of Agriculture show 

the least discrepancy in frequencies at only three meaning that Colleges of Agriculture were 

posting this content with a frequency their students enjoy.    
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Table 16  

Types of Social Media Posts Enjoyed Versus What is Commonly Observed by First-year and 

First-year Transfer College of Agriculture Students 

Content: Types Social Media Posts Enjoyed  Observed Discrepancies in 

frequencies   f %  f % 

Available internships 48 80.0  23 38.3 25 

Upcoming College of Agriculture events 48 80.0  34 56.7 14 

Available careers 47 78.3  19 31.7 28 

Fun facts 35 58.3  9 15.0 26 

News about the College of Agriculture 34 56.7  37 61.7 3 

Images  31 51.7  13 21.7 18 

Information on different majors 28 46.7  8 13.3 20 

Student spotlights 28 46.7  25 41.7 3 

Club meeting information 27 45.0  8 13.3 16 

Alumni spotlights 17 28.3  25 41.7 8 

Alumni events  9 15.0  14 23.3 5 

 

Social Media Relevance 

Respondents were asked to rate their level of agreement with statements relating to their 

perception of the relevance of the College of Agriculture’s social media (Table 17) using the 

following scale: strongly agree (5), agree (4), neither agree nor disagree (3), disagree (2), and 

strongly disagree (1). Overall, respondents perceive social media posts made by their College of 

Agriculture to be relevant to them as they tend to agree in the relevance of posts with a mean of 

3.72. However, when asked about specific posts the results are as follows: on average 

participants are inclined to agree (M = 3.75) that pictures posted by their College or Agriculture 

are perceived to be the most relevant, followed by student interviews (M = 3.73), video posts (M 

= 3.63), alumni interviews (M = 3.52), and the least relevant employment interviews (M = 3.52).  
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Table 17 

Social Media Relevance as Perceived by First-year and First-year Transfer College of 

Agriculture Students 

Relevance Questions M SD 

As a student, the pictures the College of Agriculture post on social media are 

relevant to me. 

3.75 0.91 

As a student, the students interviews the College of Agriculture post on 

social media are relevant to me. 

3.73 0.86 

As a student, the College of Agriculture social media posts are relevant to me.

  

3.72 0.97 

As a student, the videos the College of Agriculture post on social media are 

relevant to me. 

3.63 0.92 

As a student, the alumni interviews the College of Agriculture post on social 

media are relevant to me. 

3.53 0.98 

As a student, the employment interviews the College of Agriculture post on 

social media are relevant to me. 

3.52 0.98 

Note. Scale: 1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Neither Agree nor Disagree, 4 = Agree, 

5=Strongly Agree. 

 

Social Media Engagement 

Participants were asked to rate statements relating to their perception of their engagement 

with their College of Agriculture’s social media using the following scale: strongly agree (5), 

agree (4), neither agree nor disagree (3), disagree (2), and strongly disagree (1). Results, shown 

in Table 18, indicate that respondents perceive social media posts should reflect their needs as 

students the most (M = 4.12). Participants with a mean of 3.62 perceive that the College of 

Agriculture’s social media encourages them to follow the College of Agriculture social media 

accounts. On average participants neither agree not disagree (M = 3.32) when asked if they 

perceive the social media of their College of Agriculture to be an important part of their college 

experience. Looking at specific social media engagement activities show participants are slightly 

inclined to “like” social media posts (M = 3.53) by their College of Agriculture. They do engage 

in “liking” more than any other engagement activity related to social media and the College of 
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Agriculture. Respondents tend to disagree meaning that they do not participate in the 

engagement of the following posts of their College of Agriculture: share or retweet (M = 2.82),  

hashtagging (M = 2.37), and posting a comment (M = 2.22) on posts from their College of 

Agriculture. Standard deviation scores showed a higher degree of variability at the following: I 

often share or retweet social media posts of my College of Agriculture (SD = 1.17), I often 

hashtag social media posts that relate to the College of Agriculture (SD = 1.16), and I often 

“like” social media posts by the College of Agriculture (SD = 1.14). 

Table 18 

Social Media Engagement as Perceived by First-year and First-year Transfer College of 

Agriculture Students 

Engagement Questions M SD 

The College of Agriculture’s social media should reflect the needs of current 

students. 

4.12 0.783 

The College of Agriculture’s social media encourages me to follow their 

account.  

3.62 1.027 

I often “like” social media posts by the College of Agriculture.  3.53 1.142 

The College of Agriculture’s social media is an important part of my college 

experience. 

3.32 1.181 

I often share or retweet social media posts by the College of Agriculture. 2.82 1.172 

I often hashtag social media posts that relate to the College of Agriculture. 2.37 1.158 

I often post a comment on social media posts by the College of Agriculture. 2.22 0.993 

Note. Scale: 1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Neither Agree nor Disagree, 4 = Agree, 

5=Strongly Agree. 

 

Social Media Connectedness 

Respondents were requested to rate statements concerning their perception of their 

connectedness as a result of their College of Agriculture’s social media efforts using the 

following scale: strongly agree (5), agree (4), neither agree nor disagree (3), disagree (2), and 

strongly disagree (1). Results in Table 19 show the highest mean that students tend to agree with 

the statement they feel welcomed by the social media of their College (M = 3.97). Participants 
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were also inclined to agree they feel as though a sense of family is evident through the social 

media of their College (M = 3.70). When specifically asked, students to rank their perception of 

their connectedness to the College of Agriculture due to the social media efforts they tended to 

slightly agree (M = 3.53). Participants tended to neither agree nor disagree when asked they felt 

informed as a first-year student by the social media of the College of Agriculture (M = 3.48), the 

felt they would fit into the family as of the College of Agriculture because of their social media 

(M = 3.48), and social media of their College helped to reduce their first-year student anxiety 

levels (M = 3.03).  

Table 19 

Social Media’s Influence on Connectedness to the College of Agriculture as Perceived by First-

year and First-year Transfer College of Agriculture Students 

Connectedness Questions M SD 

I feel welcomed as a student by the social media of the College of Agriculture. 3.97 0.90 

The sense of family is evident through the social media of the College of 

Agriculture. 

3.70 1.01 

My connectedness to the college is enhanced through the social media if the 

College of Agriculture. 

3.53 1.10 

I can interact with others through social media of the College of   

Agriculture. 

3.52 1.05 

I felt informed as a first-year student by the social media of the College of 

Agriculture. 

3.48 0.98 

I felt as though I would fit into the family of the College of Agriculture because 

of their social media.  

3.48 1.05 

 

The decision to remain within the college was strengthened through the social 

media of the College of Agriculture. 

3.18 1.11 

My first-year student anxiety was reduced by the social media of the  

College of Agriculture. 

3.03 0.10 

Note. Scale: 1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Neither Agree nor Disagree, 4 = Agree, 

5=Strongly Agree. 

 

 Participants were asked to rate statements relating to social media platforms, content, 

relevance, engagement, and connectedness of their College of Agriculture based on their 

perceptions using the following scale: strongly agree (5), agree (4), neither agree nor disagree 
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(3), disagree (2), and strongly disagree (1). As indicated in Table 20, there is a summary of 

average scores in each of the areas within the study. Respondents more strongly agreed with 

statements regarding the social media content of the College of Agriculture more than another 

other area (M = 4.73). Participant selections in the area of relevance (M = 3.67) averaged second 

highest. The third highest rating average was that it helped them to feel connected (M = 3.59), 

and student engagement (M = 3.136) was perceived the lowest. 

Table 20 

Grand means of Student Perceptions of Social Media Areas  

Social Media Area M SD 

Content 4.73 0.78 

Relevance 3.67 0.76 

Connectedness 3.59 0.76 

Engagement 3.14 0.76 

Note. Scale: 1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Neither Agree nor Disagree, 4 = Agree, 

5=Strongly Agree. 

        

The bivariate statistic Pearson product-moment correlation was conducted between 

dependent variables of social media content, relevance, engagement, and connectedness with the 

perceptions of post-secondary first-year and first-year transfer College of Agriculture students. 

The strength and direction of relatedness between continuous variables is determined by the 

Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient (Ross & Shannon, 2008). A perfect correlation 

is either r = +1 or r = -1 according to Ross & Shannon (2016). The closer to either -1 or +1, the 

stronger the correlation and greater the effect. The significance level used to determine 

correlations was p < .05. The following Table 21 will examine correlations between social media 

content, relevance, engagement, and connectedness.  

As shown in Table 21, the strongest correlation was a positive, substantially significant 

increasing linear relationship between engagement and connectedness (r = 0.68, p < .01). 
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Relevance and connectedness (r = 0.59, p < .01), relevance and engagement (r = 0.55, p < .01), 

and content and engagement (r = 0.51, p < .01) also showed there to be positive, substantially 

significant increasing linear correlations. Significant, moderate correlations existed between 

content and connectedness (r = 0.41, p < .01) and between content and relevance (r = 0.34, p < 

.01). Each of the areas of social media were analyzed using an average of their interval 

measurement score.  

Table 21 

Correlations Between Social Media Areas 

Social Media Area Connectedness Engagement Relevance Content 

Content 0.41** 0.51** 0.34** 1 

Relevance 0.59** 0.55** 1  

Engagement  0.68** 1   

Connectedness 1    

Note. *Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed);** Correlation is significant at the 

0.01 level (2-tailed). Magnitude: .01 ≥ r ≥ .09 = Negligible, .10 ≥ r ≥ .29 = Low, .30 ≥ r ≥ .49 = 

Moderate, .50 ≥ r ≥ .69 = Substantial, r ≥ .70 = Very Strong (Davis, 1971).  

 

To determine if statistical differences were present between two groups of participants 

and social media areas (content, relevance, engagement, and connectedness) independent t-tests 

were calculated. The significance level used to determine differences in means was p < .05. 

Groups were broken down into low and high access frequency. Participants accessing social 

media ten times or less per day were grouped as low use (N = 37). Participants accessing social 

media eleven or more times per day were grouped as high use (N = 23). Results from the 

independent samples t-test, Table 22, showed that the were no differences between the two 

groups were statistically significant in regard to social media content, relevance, engagement, 

and connectedness. Meaning that participants who access social media less frequently do not 
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perceive any differences in their College of Agriculture’s social media than those participants 

who access social media at a higher frequency.   

Table 22 

T-Test Low and High Social Media Access Frequency According to the Social Media Areas of 

Content, Relevance, Engagement, and Connectedness 

Area Frequency of Access M SD t-value p-value 

Content Low 4.69 .88 -.57 .57 

 High 4.81 .56   

Relevance Low 3.57 .78 -.99 .33 

 High 3.78 .77   

Engagement Low 3.15 .85 .04 .97 

 High 3.14 .60   

Connectedness Low 3.59 .74 .10 .92 

 High 3.57 .79   

Note. p<.05 

Summary of Findings 

Chapter IV presented the findings of the study based on the three research objectives that 

guided the study. This study’s research objectives were: (1) Identify personal and academic 

characteristics of the target population, (2) Identify social media platforms and other 

communication channels of the Colleges of Agriculture used by students, and (3) Describe the 

effectiveness of social media on student communication, retention, and occupational resources 

within the College of Agriculture. The findings of this study indicate that Colleges of Agriculture 

are expected by their students to have a presence on social media but Colleges of Agriculture do 

not currently have a significant presence on the platforms they most often use. It was found that 

digital communication methods are preferred channels of communication for respondents. 

Substantial, significant correlations existed between students finding content relevant in order for 

engagement and connectedness to occur with the social media of Colleges of Agriculture. The 

overall findings of this study indicate the need for Colleges of Agriculture admission offices to 
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use surveys such as this to make informed decisions in how to allocate time, effort, and other 

resources to best meet their current and prospective students’ needs on social media.   
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CHAPTER IV: SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS, and RECOMMENDATIONS  

Summary  

The purpose of this study was to determine first-year and first-year transfer student 

perceptions and effectiveness of social media influence in Southeastern Land-Grant Universities 

Colleges of Agriculture. The intent is to describe College of Agriculture first-year and first-year 

transfer student perceptions of their College of Agriculture’s social media platforms as 

communication, retention, and occupational resource. Only minimal research has addressed the 

recruitment and retention of university students majoring in agriculture field of study (Rayfield 

et al., 2013). Existing research involving recruitment and retention of students has shown that 

reaching generation Z should be individually targeted and designed strategically for them 

individually (Baker et al., 2013). Researchers Fry & Parker (2018) describe Generation Z as the 

most educated, racially, and ethnically diverse generation thus far. To connect with current and 

potential students, universities need instruments to collect data on what social media platforms 

are most used, which types of posts are most effective, and what perceptions students have of the 

image that is being created of the college on social media. The influence of smartphones, 

websites, and social media platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, and Snapchat must be 

considered as a viable influence on the decisions of students today. Communication currently is 

largely dependent on social media as a vehicle for the timely, efficient, and cost-effective 

dispersal of information (Beattie et al., 2019).  

Colleges of Agriculture use various social media platforms to interact with current and 

prospective students without understanding how effective or ineffective those efforts are. 

Administrators need a way to show their marketing efforts that are being allocated toward social 

media are effectively reaching their target audience with their intended outcome. Academic 
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literature offers little assistance to administrators for implementing social media into their 

marketing plans (Mangold & Faulds, 2009).  

Objectives 

1. Identify personal and academic characteristics of the target population. 

2. Identify social media platforms and other communication channels of the 

Colleges of Agriculture used by students. 

3. Describe the effectiveness of social media on student communication, retention, 

and occupational resources within the College of Agriculture. 

Study Design and Procedures 

This study used a quantitative non-experimental survey research design. The instrument 

was developed using material gathered from the literature review in Chapter 2. The instrument 

created for this study contained 44 questions and was divided into two sections: questions 

regarding social media (35 questions), and student characteristics (9 questions). Items were 

further divided into five areas concerning social media: social media usage, social media content, 

social media relevance, social media engagement, and social media connectedness. The 

instrument was created using Qualtrics, an online questionnaire, and distributed through e-mail 

by participants’ own Colleges of Agriculture during April and May of 2020. This study’s target 

population included first-year and first-year transfer post-secondary students enrolled in public 

Southeastern Land-Grant University Colleges of Agriculture. The instrument was sent to (N = 

574) possible respondents, yielding (n = 60) usable survey responses. Colleges of Agriculture 

from four differing states in the Southeastern United States participated in this study: CU, LSU, 

UF, and UGA-Tifton. Collected data was analyzed and reported using the statistical methods 
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means, standard deviations, frequencies, percentages, Pearson product-moment correlation, and 

independent t-tests. Data were coded and analyzed using SPSS Version 26.  

Major Findings 

Research Objective 1: Identify personal and academic characteristics of the target population. 

Females comprised the majority of respondents, 47 out of 60, of this study. This is 

consistent with data from numerous Southeastern Land-Grant Public University Colleges of 

Agriculture. AU, CU, LSU, and UGA among others all have a higher percentage of females 

enrolled in their Colleges of Agriculture than males. Ethnicity of respondents was predominately 

white, 18 to 24 years of age, first-year, animal science majors. Participants’ hometown was more 

evenly distributed between large town, rural area or small town, large city, and a farm or ranch. 

This is consistent with the research of researchers Rayfield et al. (2013) who reported the 

majority of students are coming from non-agricultural backgrounds. 

Research Objective 2: Identify social media platforms and other communication channels of the 

Colleges of Agriculture used by students. 

 Social Media: Overwhelmingly this generation of students prefers Snapchat and 

Instagram over any other social media platforms. This coincides with previous research 

conducted (Perrin & Anderson, 2019; Smith & Anderson, 2018). When asked which social 

media platform they used most often 50 percent of participants choose Snapchat and 31.7 percent 

chose Instagram.  

Next, participants were asked which social media platforms they used without taking 

frequency consideration; only if the platform was used or not used by the participant. 

Respondents’ answers revealed the top two social media platforms choices were Instagram 

(95%) then Snapchat (91.7%). These findings are consistent with previous research (Perrin & 
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Anderson, 2019; Smith & Anderson, 2018). Other social media choices of participants are as 

follows in descending order: YouTube (80%), Facebook (71.7%), Twitter (48.3%), Pinterest 

(45%), LinkedIn (18.3%), and lastly Flicker (1.7%). Again, coinciding with previous research 

that shows that overall younger Americans are using a variety of platforms (Smith & Anderson, 

2018). 

To further see which social media platforms were frequently used by our target 

population, participants were asked to select the top three social media platforms they use. 

Overwhelmingly again, Snapchat (86.7%) and Instagram (81.7%) were more frequently selected 

by participants. Other social media platforms where well below in use: YouTube (40%), 

Facebook (38.3%), Twitter (35%), Pinterest (8.3%), LinkedIn (3.3%), and Flicker (0%). 

 Though students are using a variety of social media platforms, it does not assure that they 

are following their College of Agriculture. Following or “liking” an account on social media 

means that you will see notifications and posts that fall into your feed, making you aware of 

activity on a followed account. This is important to Colleges of Agriculture so that students can 

further connect to them and become more engaged. Participants were asked to indicate on which 

social media platforms that they “follow” or “like” their College of Agriculture. The results from 

which platforms they follow their College of Agriculture were much different than the platforms 

the participants choose they use most often. No respondents reported they follow their College of 

Agriculture on Snapchat yet it was selected as one of the top three social media sites selected by 

participants. These results correspond to Barnes and Jacobsen’s (2012) research showing usage 

of social media does not equate with perceived effectiveness of social media. If Colleges of 

Agriculture are present on Snapchat, they are not successful in garnering a following of their 
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students. Snapchat would be an optimum place to communicate and make connections with their 

students that is not currently being utilized effectively. 

Colleges of Agriculture are followed by 60 percent of respondents on Instagram, which is 

cited as one of the top three platforms participants use (Perrin & Anderson, 2019; Smith & 

Anderson, 2018). College of Agriculture Facebook followers were reported to be 41.7 percent, 

but only 11.7 percent of respondents report to use Facebook most often. This means that while 

respondents do have an account on Facebook and follow their College of Agriculture on the 

platform, it is not a platform they use often. Posts placed on Facebook by Colleges of Agriculture 

are less likely to be seen on this platform than if those posts were placed on Instagram or 

Snapchat instead. With the majority of participants (76.7%) expecting their College to have a 

presence on social media, Colleges of Agriculture are falling short of meeting their students on 

their preferred social media platform; Snapchat. The independent t-tests between social media 

low access frequency and high access frequency revealed no significant differences existed 

between any of the social media areas of content, relevance, engagement, or connectedness.  

 Communication Methods: To understand which communication methods used by 

Colleges of Agricultures were effective in reaching students, participants were asked to select 

which various communication methods effectively reached them. Digital communication, 

whether email or social media, are two of the three highest forms of communication that were 

used to reach the participants. Further pointing to this generation as very receptive to digital 

technology and mirroring past research showing students usage and interaction with technology 

daily as one of their preferred channels of communication (Rayfield et al., 2013). Participants 

selected email as the number one mode of communication (96.7%), class communication 

(76.7%), social media (53.3%), printed materials (51.7%), personal contact with other students 
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(48.3%), personal contact with professors (45.0%), website (43.3%), and lastly club meetings 

(31.7%) in the frequency selected.  

Research Objective 3: Describe the effectiveness of social media on student communication, 

retention, and occupational resources within the College of Agriculture. 

Social Media Content 

 Participants perceived the variety of social media content posted by their College of 

Agriculture to be appropriate and their posts to be informative. Participants want their College to 

post slightly more frequently. Participants answered they agreed when asked if posts informed 

them of potential careers and possible internships. These two types of posts ranked within the top 

three of types of posts students chose enjoy seeing. For Colleges of Agriculture this means that 

posting about potential careers and possible internships would be topics to place more their 

social media efforts on. 

 The variety of posts were deemed appropriate by respondents but this did not consider 

what types of posts students most enjoyed or the types of posts they actually see posted by their 

College. When asked, participants most enjoyed posts related to upcoming events of their 

College, available internships, and available careers the most. In contrast, posts commonly seen 

by participants when asked in the study were news about their College, upcoming events of their 

College, student spotlights, and alumni spotlights. Comparing the scores between what was 

enjoyed and what was commonly seen by students revealed the greatest difference between 

available careers, fun facts, and available internships. Concluding that Colleges of Agriculture 

should put a greater effort in posting what students enjoy seeing on their social media accounts 

rather than their current types of posts.  
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Social Media Relevance 

Overall participants perceive the relevance of social media posts made by their College to 

be slightly relevant to them. Respondents perceived pictures and student interviews to be the 

most relevant posts when asked, while student and alumni interviews were perceived as the least 

relevant. Students perceiving interviews of employment and alumni as least relevant, which 

would mirror the data previously, discussed showing alumni spotlights to not be as enjoyable as 

other types of posts by their College of Agriculture. Colleges should persist with these spotlight 

posts but strive to highlight information that their students find enjoyable such as discussing 

internships, careers, and majors. Within the spotlight, posts there are opportunities for students to 

garner the information they desire from the College’s posts. Pairing a post with an image or fun 

fact that catches their students’ attention will further their connection and relevance yielding 

potential social media engagement among their followers. Alumni spotlights highlighting which 

internships they participated in while at the College would offer material students ranked as 

enjoyable; giving them more of what they want to see.  

There was a substantially significant relationship between relevance and engagement and 

relevance and connectedness. If a student finds something to be of relevance to them, they will 

connect with it more and in turn will be more engaged. If Colleges of Agriculture can create 

social media posts that are more relevant to their students, students’ perception of connectedness 

and engagement will also increase. 
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Social Media Engagement 

Participants were only moderately engaged with the College of Agriculture’s social 

media in regard to liking posts by their College. Participants were not engaged in sharing, 

hashtagging, and commenting on posts. Further study should be done to see if this is a common 

practice to not engage among other accounts they follow or if it is just indicative of their lack of 

engagement with their College’s social media.  

When participants were asked if social media of the College of Agriculture played an 

important part of their college experience on average most selected neither agree or disagree. 

There was a higher degree of variability in the standard deviation. This is indicative of the 

substantial, significant correlation between engagement and connectedness. If a student does not 

feel connected to the social media of their College of Agriculture, they will not engage with it 

and will not feel it is an important part of their college experience. There were also substantial, 

significant correlations between engagement and relevance and between engagement and 

content. Data shows that most College of Agriculture social media account followers are mere 

spectators rather than participants actively engaging with the social aspect of their College’s 

social media.  

Social Media Connectedness 

Overall participants perceived a feeling of being welcomed and a sense of family from 

the social media of their College of Agriculture. All questions from this section on social media 

connectedness scored higher than a mean of three. This positive central tendency leads it to be 

concluded that students perceive an overall feeling of enhanced connectedness to their College of 

Agriculture due in part to the efforts of their College of Agriculture on social media. The more 

connected a student feels to their College of Agriculture the more engaged they will be. 
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Substantial, significant relationships existed between connectedness with engagement and 

relevance.  

When asked if the decision to remain within the college was strengthened through the 

social media of the College of Agriculture respondents neither agreed nor disagreed. This means 

that even though they perceive to feel more welcomed due to social media they do not perceive 

that feeling affects their decision to remain a student within the College of Agriculture. 

Conclusions  

The following conclusions are supported by the major findings of the study that were 

presented above. The majority of participants (76.7%) expect their College of Agriculture to 

have a presence on social media. If Colleges of Agriculture are not active on the social media 

platforms students will not see their presence and therefore will not be connected or engaged 

with the social media of their College of Agriculture. They must use the social media platforms 

their students prefer such as Snapchat and Instagram. 

Snapchat was the preferred social media platform of the respondents, but it was not 

selected as a social media platform in which they follow their College of Agriculture. If Colleges 

of Agriculture truly are to meet their students where they are, they must be present on Snapchat. 

Students are spending time in other social media platforms but not to the degree that are in 

Snapchat. Instagram was also heavily used by respondents. Colleges of Agriculture do have a 

presence on this platform; as 60 percent of respondents follow their College on Instagram. 

Efforts should be continued and expanded on this social media platform. Colleges of Agriculture 

are connecting with their students via Facebook and should continue their efforts on this 

platform. Facebook was not participants preferred social media platform, Colleges of Agriculture 

should not assume that students will see their posts in a timely manner. Snapchat or Instagram 
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would be a more likely platform to connect with students quickly through social media as they 

use those platforms at a greater frequency than Facebook. 

Colleges cannot assume just because students use social media and follow them on a 

certain platform that they are actively engaged with the College’s social media. While 

respondents followed their College, they were not necessarily engaged. Data from this study 

show that to be true. There were significant correlations between content, engagement, 

connectedness, and relevance that Colleges of Agriculture must keep in mind as they craft social 

media posts. Baker et al. (2013) reported reaching the target audience via social media should be 

individually targeted, cleverly tailored, and strategically placed to meet students where they are. 

Engagement and connectedness revealed the strongest correlation denoting that one will lead to 

another. Content and engagement held a substantial, significant correlation implying that if 

students connect with the content they will be more engaged. Relevance is crucial in regards to 

content as well. As students find the content of the social media more relevant to themselves 

their connectedness and engagement with the social media of the College of Agriculture will 

correspondingly increase additionally. 

Posting on various social media platforms in unison would increase the opportunity for 

College of Agriculture posts to be noticed. Posts should be modified slightly from one platform 

to another depending on the platform. For instance, Snapchat, and Instagram are mostly images, 

Facebook can be a combination of text and images, while Twitter is generally text.  

Participants indicated their College of Agriculture posts on social media were adequate in 

the frequency posted. Nevertheless, the types of posts that Colleges of Agriculture are currently 

posting differed with what participants enjoy seeing. Colleges should put a greater effort in 

posting what their students are interested in seeing in order to gain their attention. Participants 
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reported they most enjoy posts relating to upcoming events of their College, available 

internships, and available careers. While this was not the type of posts participants most 

commonly reported seeing. This disconnect of what students enjoy seeing and what they are 

actually observing may be due to their College of Agriculture not taking into account their 

students’ preferences. This is why a questionnaire such as this is recommended. It is also 

plausible that students are not observing College of Agriculture posts enough to see the variety 

of posts shown by their College. It is concluded that Colleges of Agriculture should focus more 

of their marketing efforts on posts related to those topics that students reported to enjoy seeing.  

Participants find pictures and student interviews to be the most relevant when asked. 

With this data in mind, Colleges of Agriculture can tailor their social media posts to garner 

students’ attention. Once there, administrators should take care in crafting the information they 

wish to convey in way that it is relevant to their audience. Their audience is most interested in 

events, internships, and careers. With posts targeted and specifically tailored using pictures, 

video, interviews, and/or text, participants will find posts to be more relevant to their needs and 

interests yielding them to also feel more connected to their College of Agriculture. Using 

individuals and places from the College instead of stock images will also give posts a deeper 

feeling of authenticity. Relevant focused content is essential to students connecting and engaging 

with the social media of the College of Agriculture. 

The data showed College of Agriculture students are spectators on their College’s social 

media rather than active participants. Administrators need to find ways to engage their audience 

other than “liking” a post. Activities such as sharing posts from the College, “hashtagging,” and 

commenting on post should be encouraged. The more connected through social media the 

College of Agriculture can cause their students to feel, the more likely students are to engage. 
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Focusing on crafting the content to be relevant to their audience should be a primary focus of 

social media marketing efforts.  

Colleges of Agriculture have to be current on trending platforms in order to be effective 

on social media. Preference of social media platforms is fluid and administrators need to be 

aware of when it is time to adopt a new platform into their marketing plan and phase out another. 

Tik Tok is the newest trending social media platform for making and sharing short continuous 

looping videos. In the United States, slightly over 12.9 percent of individuals ages 18 to 24 years 

old are using Tik Tok (Marketing Charts, 2019). Colleges of Agriculture have not yet garnered 

the attention of their students on Snapchat, let alone are prepared to embrace an entirely new 

social media platform such as Tik Tok. They must realize the world of social media is 

fluctuating; students’ social media usage and their preferences will change as the trends change. 

Colleges of Agriculture must do the same.  

Recommendations 

 The results of this study will assist Southeastern Land-Grant Colleges of Agriculture in 

adapting and expanding their current social media efforts to better reach their students. The 

following recommendations were made based on the researcher’s findings and conclusions from 

the study. Recommendations are specific to Colleges of Agriculture, nevertheless, other 

institutions could benefit from the findings and suggestions as well. Further research related to 

this study could be conducted in a number of areas based on the findings, conclusions, and 

implications of the study. The researcher presents the following recommendations for future 

research.  

The majority of Colleges of Agriculture students within this study expected their College to 

have a presence on social media. Many students are not connecting with their College on social 
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media due to their inactivity on the platforms that Colleges of Agriculture are using. The 

majority of students are spending time on Snapchat and Instagram. Further study should be 

conducted to assess if a strong presence on these platforms would increase engagement and 

connectedness with the College of Agriculture.  

Conversely, further study should be done to ascertain if it is a common practice for students 

to not engage with social media accounts they follow or is the lack of engagement just with their 

College of Agriculture’s social media. Many students use social media to pass time and not as a 

form of engagement. Understanding students’ motives in using social media would help to 

further define the role of Colleges of Agriculture’s social media. Further study should also 

include if students choose certain social media platforms at specific times for certain activities or 

intentions. As well as if there are differences in social media platform usage among low versus 

high frequencies users; meaning that those who are not as active on social media chose different 

platforms that those that are more active.  

Student retention and recruitment is vital to training our future workforce in the Agriculture 

sectors. This study asks students if they plan to remain a student within the College of 

Agriculture and if social media has influenced that decision. It does not however seek 

information regarding the influence of social media on their initial enrollment. A future study 

could be conducted to determine what effect Colleges of Agriculture’s social media had on 

potential, current, and past enrollment within the College.  

In regards to enrollment of Colleges of Agriculture, this study sought to describe the content 

of social media that participants found enjoyable and relevant. As a student progresses through 

college life what they find enjoyable and relevant would also evolve. This study only considered 

the perspectives of first-year and first-year transfer College of Agriculture students, future 
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research should be conducted with all levels of students within the Colleges of Agriculture to 

understand the difference and similarities between freshmen, sophomores, juniors, seniors, and 

graduate students and their perceptions of the social media of their College of Agriculture. 

Participants of this study were mostly female. Overall, this is reflective of the enrollment 

within many Southeastern Public Land-Grant Colleges of Agriculture who boast a higher female 

population. Future research should be conducted with more equally spread gender groups to see 

differences and similarities when comparing male to female participants regarding social media 

of Colleges of Agriculture. 

By effectively using social media platforms Colleges of Agriculture will be able to 

communicate, connect, and engage with students. As technology changes institutions must seek 

communication channels that their students are using in order to open, continue, and increase 

communication with their students. With the majority of students using social media, adapting 

marketing strategies of Colleges of Agriculture need to include social media as a tool to 

effectively reach their students.  
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