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ABSTRACT
This study identifies and examines the perception of critical community issues facing

residents in the state of Georgia. The Delphi technique was used to build consensus among
Extension experts regarding critical community issues in Georgia. The constant comparative
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Structure of Thesis
This thesis is comprised of five chapters, including an introductory chapter, a discussion
of the conceptual framework upon which this research is based, two studies that address select
research objectives, and a summary chapter that discusses conclusions, implications,
recommendations, and limitations. Collectively, these chapters demonstrate how the Cooperative
Extension Service in Georgia can maintain relevancy by providing programs that address current
critical issues facing the communities they serve. Data were collected and analyzed according to
an IRB-approved protocol. The researcher utilized the community capitals framework to
understand the complexity of respondent needs as they relate to existing capital stocks within the
community. Additionally, the researcher utilized audience segmentation to understand perception
of community issues across geographic groupings and enable Extension personnel to tailor
subsequent actions according to the specific needs and conditions of a community.
Introduction
Following the passage of the 1914 Smith-Lever Act, the Cooperative Extension Service
was established to “solve the practical problems of everyday life” (Garst & McCawley, 2015,
p.26). At a federal level, Extension is administered through the land-grant university system
(Franz & Townson, 2008). At the state level, Extension is typically structured with a central unit
located at the state’s land-grant college or university, several district or regional offices, and

numerous county offices (Franz & Townson, 2008). Through county Extension agents and state



specialists, Extension has been able to provide rural and urban communities alike with timely,
research-based information and programs (Beasley & Beasley, 2014; Elbert & Alston, 2004).

Initially, Extension was developed to exclusively address the needs and agricultural
issues of rural communities (Garst & McCawley, 2015). The focus of Extension in the early 20™
century was to increase farm productivity and spark the American agricultural revolution (NIFA,
n.d.). As a result, Extension programming was traditionally focused on providing training and
technical expertise related to agriculture practices and mechanics (French & Morse, 2015). As
the needs of rural populations shifted, Extension expanded their programming, offering
homemaking demonstrations and establishing the 4-H youth development program (Garst &
McCawley, 2015). Throughout the last half of the 20" century, Extension responded to shifting
population trends, developing programming suited to address the needs of urban and suburban
audiences (Hains et al., 2021; Ruemenapp, 2017; Gaolach et al., 2017). In response to the
environmental movement of the 1960s-70s, Extension increased their environmental education,
efforts, delivering information on pollution prevention and soil/water conservation (French &
Morse, 2015; UGA Extension, n.d.). At the turn of the 21%-century, Extension adapted to the rise
of Internet-based technologies and attempted to address the digital divide among stakeholders
(Elbert & Alston, 2004). Most recently, Extension has been forced to innovate in the face of the
COVID-19 pandemic, transforming much of their program delivery to an online format (Davis et
al., 2021; Narine & Meier, 2020)

Over its tenure, one of the key organizational strengths of the Extension system has been
its adaptive approach (French & Morse, 2015). Extension’s commitment to respond to changing
societal contexts and client needs, while continuing to provide communities with relevant,

science-based knowledge, has demonstrated its persisting public value (Buys & Rennekamp,



2020; French & Morse, 2015). Gould et al. (2014) summarizes the challenges currently facing
the Cooperative Extension Service:

In our rapidly changing environment, Cooperative Extension has to maintain

contemporary relevance and documented impact across the broad spectrum of our

programming efforts. Is this possible given current programmatic structures? What will
need to change in order for Cooperative Extension to keep top-of-mind awareness (and
necessary funding) in our society? What challenges will Cooperative Extension face at

the local, state, and national levels? (para. 11).

As Extension enters its second century of operation, it is imperative that the model of
program development and delivery remains dynamic and adaptive (Gould et al., 2014; Henning
et al., 2014). To continue demonstrating its public value, Extension must remain faithful to the
mission mandated in the Smith-Lever Act, by identifying individual, community, and societal
needs and using this information to develop relevant programming and resources (Garst &
McCawley, 2015).

Statement of Problem

The 21% century has brought with it unprecedented events and challenges. At the time of
writing, the COVID-19 pandemic continues to negatively impact the United States and global
society (Hernandez, 2022; Phillips, 2022). Global average temperatures continue to soar
(Lindsey & Dahlman, 2021), as individuals around the world petition lawmakers and
corporations to take action against the climate crisis (Pruitt-Young, 2021). Farmers and
agricultural laborers face economic security, fluctuations in demand, and disruptions to trade
networks and the supply chain (Gloy & Widmar, 2020; MSF, 2020). These global and national

trends have and will continue to have long-lasting impacts on residents in the state of Georgia.



UGA Extension is uniquely positioned to help Georgians respond to and thrive in the face
of such challenges (UGA Extension, n.d.). Boasting a network of 400 faculty members, 800
professional staff, and 8,000 trained volunteers, UGA Extension offers services to over 10
million individuals across 159 counties. With such a wide and varied clientele base, it is
important that Extension personnel in Georgia develop programming to meet the specific needs
of the communities they serve with respect to the current conditions and resources of these
communities (Garst & McCawley, 2015).
Purpose and Research Objectives
The purpose of this research is to identify and generate consensus regarding critical

community issues facing Georgians. Identification of needs is the first step in the needs
assessment process, followed by categorization and prioritization of needs according to
importance or urgency (Garst & McCawley, 2015). Since there is not a one-size-fits-all solution
to the challenges facing Georgians, it is imperative that Extension agents understand the
identified issues relevant to their communities. This research sought to address this question by
examining how perception of critical community issues differed based on respondent geographic
characteristics (i.e., rurality, geographic region, and Extension district). The study was motivated
by the following research objectives:

1. Creative a comprehensive list of potential critical issues facing the citizens of Georgia.

2. Generate consensus on the most critical issues facing the citizens of Georgia.

3. Develop a heuristic thematic grouping of critical issues facing the citizens of Georgia.

4. Describe critical community issues based on geographic region/grouping.

5. Determine whether rurality was significantly associated with perception of critical

community issues.



6. Determine whether geographic region was significantly associated with perception of
critical community issues.
7. Determine whether Extension district was significantly associated with perception of
critical community issues.
Significance of Study

The development of human society has precipitated a profound and dramatic impact
across every region on the planet (Roberts et al., 2016). As a result, complex, adaptive challenges
are facing today’s society, requiring “multiple perspectives and systems thinking to develop and
implement sustainable solutions” (Roberts et al., 2016, p.58). Extension educators are well-
positioned to aid communities in developing the skills necessary “to handle risk and potential
crises effectively, make timely and appropriate decisions, locate needed resources, and mobilize
and organize citizens to work together” (Roberts et al., 2016, p.50).

To maintain relevancy and increase impact, Cooperative Extension must be attuned to the
needs of the communities it serves. This study represents the first steps in a state-level needs
assessment for UGA Extension by identifying and generating stakeholder consensus around
critical community issues. Heuristic grouping of these issues enables Extension personnel to
assess the human and material capital in their communities and identify how these critical issues
affect and are influenced by these capitals. Furthermore, analyzing how perceptions of these
issues differ across geographic groupings better enables Extension personnel to determine their
community’s pressing needs and serves as a starting point for further assessment. The results of
this study provide insight into the touchpoints that Extension personnel may utilize to spark
conversations with community members and devise participatory solutions to address these

issues.



Limitations

There are several limitations to this study. First, the results of article one may not be
generalizable to a large population because the results of the Delphi process are inherently
limited by the perspectives of the expert panelists. The expert panelists used within article one
hold leadership positions within UGA Extension and therefore their responses may be influenced
by the nature of their employment. Additionally, the online survey used to collect data in article
two was limited to respondents who had access to the Internet. Some rural parts of Georgia have
minimal to no Internet access (King & Stutka, 2021); therefore, the perspectives of individuals
living in these areas may be missing. Non-probability sampling procedure was used to limit
nonresponse bias. Furthermore, the data for this study were collected prior to the outbreak of the
COVID-19 pandemic, which precipitated profound disruptions across the state of Georgia.
Therefore, it may be possible that respondent perceptions of critical community issues have
changed due to new challenges engendered by the ongoing pandemic. Finally, the primary author
and coder of the data is from a small suburban community in North Georgia and has previously
collaborated on extension research studies. Therefore, personal experiences may affect
interpretation of the data; however, peer debriefing and member checking were utilized to limit
such biases according to recommendations in the literature (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Organization of Thesis

This thesis is organized into five chapters. Chapter one is an introductory chapter that
examines how the Cooperative Extension Service has evolved throughout its first century of
operations. Chapter two is a review of the conceptual framework on which this research is based;
it also discusses the community capitals framework and provides examples of these capitals in

Georgia. Additionally, chapter two defines the consensus building theory and audience



segmentation and discusses their applicability to this study. Finally, chapter two describes the
five geographic regions of Georgia as well as the four Extension districts in the state. Chapter
three is a mixed methods study that addresses research objectives 1-3. Chapter four is a
quantitative study which addresses research objectives 4-7. Chapter five summarizes the results
of the two research articles, discusses the implications for UGA Extension, addresses the
limitations of the overall study, and provides recommendations for practice and future research.
This body of work seeks to identify critical issues facing communities across the state of Georgia
and utilizes audience segmentation to examine the prevalence of such issues across different
geographic groups. Study one is grounded in the community capitals framework and evaluates
how the identified community issues connect with the six community capitals. Study two is
grounded in communication theory, specifically audience segmentation, and examines whether

geographic grouping influences perception of critical community issues.



CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
Overview of Chapter

This chapter provides a detailed discussion of the conceptual framework on which this
study is based. The selected frameworks include the consensus building theory, community
capitals framework, and audience segmentation theory. Examples of community capital assets in
the state of Georgia and the southeastern United States are provided. Additionally, this chapter
summarizes the geographic diversity within Georgia by examining rural/urban differences, the
five geographic regions of Georgia, and the four Extension districts. The chapter concludes with
a discussion on how the community capitals framework and audience segmentation theory are
appropriate for analyzing the perception of critical community issues across the state.

Conceptual Framework

Consensus Building Theory

Generating consensus involves gathering individuals who represent varied interests and
engaging these individuals in a dialogue to address an area of shared concern (Innes & Booher,
1999). This practice is a common way to “search for feasible strategies to deal with uncertain,
complex, and controversial planning and policy tasks” (Innes & Booher, 1999, p.412). The
consequences of effective consensus building include high quality agreements between
stakeholders who may otherwise not associate with one another, tangible products such as formal
agreements and partnerships, and intangible products including social, intellectual, and political

gains (Innes & Booher, 1999). From a societal perspective, consensus building is regarded as



valuable because it “links the distributed intelligence of many players [to] form a more coherent
and responsive planning system” (Innes & Booher, 1999, p.421). A primary advantage of
consensus building is the development of social capital, which can facilitate community building
and promote effective civic capacity (Harvey, 2013; Saegert, 2006).

Within the 1990s, the consensus building framework rose in popularity, replacing the
previously favored community organizing approach (Harvey, 2013; Saegert, 2006). Several
approaches were associated with consensus building, including the community capitals
framework (Flora et al., 2016), capacity building (Chaskin et al., 2001), and asset-based
community development (Kretzman & McKnight, 1993). These approaches emphasize
facilitating “communication among residents so that they can recognize their own interests, build
trust, develop a shared vision of community, and apply their collective assets to its achievement”
(Harvey, 2013, p. 258). In particular, collective approaches, such as consensus-building, operate
on the belief that “every place, no matter how distressed, has the internal capacity to initiate”
(p.259) conversations around community development (Harvey, 2013).

The results of applying consensus building to community development initiatives are
mixed. Buchecker and Hunziker (2006) found that use of consensus building to determine
development of a rural population in Switzerland had a net positive effect. Furthermore, Diaz et
al. (2020) employed consensus building to determine a comprehensive list of program evaluation
challenges among early-career extension professionals. The results of this study were used to
inform professional development programming and mitigate the negative outcomes associated
with challenging evaluation competencies (Diaz et al., 2020). However, existing social relations
may affect the utility of the consensus building method (see Harvey et al., 2013). For instance,

racial division in the Mississippi Delta region reduced the effectiveness of consensus building to



build civic capacity among community members (Harvey et al., 2013). Overall, every
community, no matter the underlying obstacles, has the capacity necessary to take an active role
in its transformation (Kretzman & McKbnight, 1993), and the consensus building approach
represents a valid method for engaging stakeholders in participatory-based community
development (Saegert, 2006).

Community Capitals Framework

The community capitals framework was devised as a method to “analyze community and
economic development efforts from a systems perspective by identifying the assets in each
capital (stock), the types of capital invested (flow), the interaction among the capitals, and the
resulting impacts across capitals” (Emery & Flora, 2006, p.20). Researchers have identified
seven distinct capitals, i.e., human, social, natural, political, built, financial, and cultural (Emery
& Flora, 2006). The seven capitals can be broadly categorized as human capitals, i.e., human,
social, cultural, and political; or material capitals, i.e., natural, built, and financial (Emergy &
Flora, 2006).

Human capital is defined as the “skills and abilities of people to develop and enhance
their resources” (p.21) as well as their ability to access outside resources and knowledge to
increase understanding and contribute to community development (Emery & Flora, 2006). Social
capital refers to the ties among individuals, including “reciprocity, mutual trust, collective
identity, cooperation, and a sense of a shared future” (Flora, 2004, p.8). These connections result
in a social network, which facilitates collective action and effectively advances shared ideas and
objectives (Emery & Flora, 2006). Cultural capital indicates how an individual understands the
world and acts within it, including one’s language and traditions (Emery & Flora, 2006).

Political capital refers to “individual or group capacity for transforming community practices and

10



conventions into recognized rules that influence how resources are allocated” (Borron et al.,
2020, p.46).

Natural capital includes a community’s natural assets (e.g., climate, geography, quality of
resources) and forms the foundation of all other capitals (Emery & Flora, 2006; Flora et al.,
2016). Financial capital refers to the availability of financial resources “to invest in community
capacity-building, to underwrite the development of business, to support civic and social
entrepreneurship, and to accumulate wealth for future community development” (Emery &
Flora, 2006, p.21). Built capital consists of manufactured and constructed elements, as well as
the infrastructure necessary to support the activities associated with the other capitals (Emery &
Flora, 2006; Borron et al., 2020). Subsequent factor analysis indicated built capital and financial
capital represented the same latent variable and could be consolidated into a singular construct
(see Borron et al., 2020).

The community capitals can be conceptualized as an interconnected web, where changes
in the stock or flow of one capital may cause changes in the stock or flow of other capitals
(Emery & Flora, 2006). For example, an increase in social capital stock and flow was found to
increase stock of other capitals and precipitate a spiraling-up process, where assets continue
building on one another (Emery & Flora, 2006). Conversely, a loss in assets can facilitate a
decline in all community capitals, referred to as a spiraling-down process (Emery & Flora,
2006). While the community capitals are often examined for their impacts on other capitals, it
can be useful to examine each capital independently (Borron et al., 2020). By examining the
community capitals as separate components, Extension practitioners can gauge the existing
capital stocks and assets of individual communities and may leverage these assets as entry points

for programming and community development (Borron et al., 2020).
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Community Capitals in Georgia

Human. According to data collected during the 2020 Census, there are 10.7 million
people living in Georgia (U.S. Census, 2021), with an expected increase of 17.7% by 2030
(Georgia Department of Economic Development, 2021). However, population growth in Georgia
has disproportionately occurred in urban areas, resulting in a 4% decrease of total rural
population from 2010 to 2020 (Tanner, 2021; Fennessy & Mador, 2021). Currently, 87% of
Georgia residents have received a high school diploma, which represents a 14% increase from
1990 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2021; Georgia Department of Economic Development, 2021).
Additionally, 31% of Georgia residents hold a bachelor’s degree or higher, which marks a 9%
increase over the past 30 years (Georgia Department of Economic Development, n.d.). The
proportion of individuals with less than a high school diploma has decreased in both rural and
urban populations (Tanner, 2021; USDA-ERS, 2021). Among urban areas, the rate has decreased
from 43.6% in 1980 to 11.6% in 2019 (USDA-ERS, 2021). However, rural populations
experienced a much greater decrease with rates falling from 57.7% in 1980 to 18.6% in 2019
(USDA-ERS, 2021). Approximately 63% of individuals aged 16 or higher in Georgia are
involved in the civilian labor force (U.S. Census Bureau, 2021). The top five occupations for
Georgia workers include: 1) Office and Administrative Support, 2) Sales and Related
Occupations, 3) Transportation and Material Moving, 4) Food Preparation and Serving Related
Occupations, and 5) Production (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2021).

Social. The family unit is a crucial component of the social system in the southeastern
U.S. (Parker et al., 2018; Pittman, 2014). In 2021, Georgia ranked 38" in the nation for child and
family well-being (Georgia Family Connection Partnership, 2021). The rate of children living in

poverty provides insight to the resources and opportunities available to children within a
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particular community (Georgia Family Connection Partnership, 2021). Prior to the COVID-19
pandemic, the rate of children living in poverty was 9% in 2019 (Georgia Family Connection
Partnership, 2021). Due to negative impacts associated with the pandemic, the rate of children
living in poverty in Georgia has increased dramatically, with some rural counties reaching 30%
(Miller, 2021).

Political. The majority of individuals in Georgia identify as politically conservative (Pew
Research Center, n.d.). For much of Georgia’s history, state politics were dominated by
Democratic conservatives (Lerer & Fausset, 2020; Wiegel, 2020). Today, the majority political
party in Georgia is the Republican party (Weigel, 2020). However, new data suggests this trend
may be changing. For example, Atlanta and its surrounding metro communities have become a
hub for progressive political ideologies (Wiegel, 2020). Additionally, Georgia’s electoral college
votes went to Joe Biden in the 2020 presidential election, while Jon Ossoff and Raphael
Warnock defeated Republican incumbents David Perdue and Kelly Loeffler in the 2020 Senate
runoff (NBC News, 2021). With regards to urban and rural differences, urban populations in
Georgia tend to identify as progressive, while rural populations generally identify as
conservative (Wiegel, 2020). In terms of collective action within Georgia, Hogler et al. (2015)
found that southern culture impacted how residents regard collective action. The researchers
argued traditional social structures within the Southern United States negatively impact
contemporary levels of union membership (Hogler et al., 2013). Additionally, within political
elections, single-party control and a long history of gerrymandering has decreased political
power among minority parties and underrepresented populations (Armstrong et al., 2021).

Cultural. Culturally, the southeastern United States is characterized by southern

hospitality, which describes the warm, welcoming nature of many individuals (Megehee &
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Spake, 2007). Other hallmarks of southern culture include a sense of community and rootedness
(Coffman & BelLue, 2009; Schwarz, 1997). Additionally, Georgia is situated along the ‘Bible
Belt’ (Carter, 2007), and a large percentage of the population identifies as evangelical Christian
(Hitcher et al., 2021).

Natural. Georgia has a wealth of natural resources (Georgia DNR, n.d.). There are over
70,000 miles of rivers and streams, 425,000 acres of lakes, and approximately 4.5 million acres
of freshwater wetlands (Georgia DNR, n.d.). Pine forests cover 60% of the state’s surface area
and contribute to 75% of the U.S. pine supply (Georgia DNR, n.d.). Additionally, the state is
home to nearly 8 million acres of fertile farmland with the “soil quality, growing season, and
moisture supply necessary to produce sustained yields of crops” (Georgia DNR, n.d., para. 2).
which contributes over $73 billion annually to the state’s economy (Georgia DNR, n.d.; Georgia
Farm Bureau, n.d.). Over 8 million metric tons of kaolin, associated with a value of $1 billion,
are mined within Georgia annually (Georgia DNR, n.d.). Other mineral resources include
manganese, iron ore, and copper (Georgia DNR, n.d.). Additionally, the northern part of the state
is rich in limestone, marble, clay, oil, and coal deposits (Georgia DNR, n.d.). Finally, several
major water supplies throughout the Southeast are located in Georgia, including the Floridian
Aquifer, Chattahoochee River, and Lake Lanier (Georgia DNR, n.d.; Southern Environmental
Law Center, n.d.).
Built-Financial. Over 900,000 firms and approximately 240,000 employer establishments are
located within the state of Georgia (U.S. Census Bureau, 2021). Additionally, the state contains
over 1200 miles of interstate highways, 5000 miles of railways, and 120 public transportation
systems (Georgia Transit Association, n.d.). Hartsfield-Jackson International Airport is located in

south Atlanta, offering service to more than 100 million individuals annually (City of Atlanta,
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2021). The cities of Savannah and Brunswick are home to deep water ports, which function as
critical conduits for international trade and investment (Georgia Ports, n.d.).

Aging and insufficient infrastructure represents a significant threat to Georgia’s built
assets (Carpenter, 2014). A report by the Georgia Municipal Association (n.d.) analyzed and
projected the infrastructure needs of Georgia cities and counties during 2020-2024. The highest
reported needs were in the areas of transportation, water, and sewer (Georgia Municipal
Association, n.d.). Additionally, over 1 million Georgia residents lack access to reliable, high-
speed Internet broadband services (Georgia DCA, n.d.). Nearly 70% of these areas are located in
rural parts of Georgia (Georgia DCA, n.d.). Furthermore, the majority of counties within Georgia
lack sufficient healthcare infrastructure to meet resident needs (Catherman, 2020).

In terms of financial resources, the median household income for Georgia residents in
2019 was $58,700, which was lower than the national median household income of $62,843
(United States Census Bureau, n.d.). However, the median household income for Black and
Hispanic residents in Georgia was lower than the median household income for White and Asian
residents (Shrider et al., 2021). The reported poverty rate was 13.3% in 2019 for the state of
Georgia, which was nearly two points higher than the national poverty rate (U.S. Census Bureau,
n.d.). Additionally, only 63% of the state’s 4.3 million housing units were owner-occupied (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2021).

Audience Segmentation

Audience segmentation describes the method of separating individuals into different
groups according to shared characteristics, which may be behavioral, psychological,
geographical, socio-economic, or demographic in nature (Newton et al., 2013; Kotler & Roberto,

1988). This method is useful, especially when examining large diverse populations, because it
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enables researchers to develop targeted educational materials and/or communication strategies
according to the needs and interests of specific audience groupings (Warner et al., 2022).
Although first employed in social marketing campaigns (Kotler & Lee, 2008), audience
segmentation has been successfully applied to health promotion campaigns (see Maibach et al.,
1996; Boslaugh et al., 2005), behavioral change interventions (see Moss et al., 2009; Forthofer &
Bryant, 2000), and climate change communication (see Detenber et al., 2016; Hine et al., 2014;
Maibach et al., 2011).

Furthermore, audience segmentation has been successfully applied to non-formal
education contexts, including programs offered through Cooperative Extension (Warner et al.,
2022). For example, Bowers et al. (2016) applied audience segmentation based on the Six
Americas groups to inform climate change communication practices for Extension educators.
This research revealed common ground between the six audience groups, which may be used by
Extension personnel to discuss how all individuals can contribute to their community’s
environmental quality and economic health (Bowers et al., 2016). Additionally, Huang et al.
(2016) used audience segmentation to inform Extension program development in Florida and
develop targeted educational materials for high water users. Warner et al. (2017) identified
learning preferences based on land management practices. This segmentation enabled Extension
personnel to target residential irrigation water conservation programs to the needs of local
stakeholders (Warner et al., 2017). Finally, Warner et al. (2022) utilized audience segmentation
to examine how integrated pest management education influenced water conservation practices.
The results were used to inform Extension programming related to water quality and availability
in residential areas of Florida (Warner et al., 2022). At a composite level, audience segmentation

is useful in Extension research because it enables the understanding of needs and interests based
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on different audience groupings, which may facilitate effective resource use and development of
salient programming (Warner et al., 2017; Huang et al., 2016).

For the present study, geographic segmentation was used. This type of audience
segmentation groups individuals according to shared geographic characteristics (Kahle, 1986).
Geographic segmentation is useful because geographic regions possess distinct cultures,
histories, resources, and climate, which may influence how they receive information (Kahle,
1986). In the words of Abraham Verghese (2009), “Geography determines destiny” (p.9).
Therefore, grouping individuals based on geographic characteristics allows researchers to tailor
information delivery or program development according to the needs and interests of individuals
in a certain geographical region (Qualtrics, n.d.; Kahle, 1986). For example, Rentfrow et al.
(2013) identified three robust profiles (i.e., Friendly & Conventional, Relaxed & Creative,
Temperamental & Uninhibited) among the U.S. population and found each profile clustered
geographically. Examining these psychological profiles through a geographic perspective
enabled the researchers to determine how geographic characteristics interacted with macro-level
political, social, economic, and health outcomes (Rentfrow et al., 2013). Furthermore, Lamm,
Holder et al. (2021) examined the relation between geographic region and personality traits of
agricultural leadership development program participants. However, Lamm, Holder et al. (2021)
reported a small effect size for this relationship, which was inconsistent with Rentfrow et al.’s
(2013) findings.

Rurality

Of the 159 counties within Georgia, 120 are classified as rural (State Office of Rural

Health, 2017). The majority of urban counties are clustered around the metro Atlanta region. The

Distressed Communities Index (DCI) was developed by the Economic Innovation Group as a
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metric to determine how well-being differs across communities (Economic Innovation Group,
n.d.). A composite DCI score is based on seven county factors including: 1) percentage of adults
with no high school diploma, 2) poverty rate, 3) percentage of adults not working, 4) housing
vacancy rate, 5) median household income, 6) change in employment, and 7) change in
establishments (Economic Innovation Group, n.d.). Counties are classified as: 1) prosperous, 2)
comfortable, 3) mid-tier, 4) at-risk, or 5) distressed (Economic Innovation Group, n.d.).
According to the 2020 DCI map, 20.8% of Georgia’s population lives in a distressed community,
while 22.2% lives in a prosperous community (Economic Innovation Group, n.d.). Most rural
counties in Georgia were classified as at-risk or distressed, while the majority of urban counties
were designated as prosperous or comfortable. There were exceptions, with seven rural counties
classified as prosperous, and five urban counties designated as distressed (Economic Innovation
Group, n.d.).

While the overall rate of poverty in both rural and urban counties has declined since the
1970s, rural Georgians still experience a higher rate of poverty than their urban counterparts
(USDA ERS, 2021). On average, the median household income in rural counties was lower than
urban counties (Economic Innovation Group, n.d.). Additionally, the population of rural Georgia
is decreasing (Fennessy & Mador, 2021), representing only a quarter of the state’s total
population in 2020 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2021). This trend in population parallels recent
economic trends. In 2014, 78% of all jobs in the state of Georgia were located in urban counties
(Bluestone & de Zeeuw, 2016). The economy of rural Georgia is mainly driven by agricultural
production and manufacturing (Flatt, 2020; Coe et al., 2019). However, the economic sectors in
urban Georgia is much more diverse, including film production, logistics, finance, cybersecurity,

and wholesale trade (Coe et al., 2019).

18



Geographic Regions

The state of Georgia contains five unique geographic regions: 1) the Appalachian
Plateau, 2) Ridge and Valley, 3) Blue Ridge Mountains, 4) Piedmont, and 5) Coastal Plain,
which is subdivided into the Upper and Lower Coastal Plains (Usery, 2018). This section
discusses each region, detailing their topographic, geological, and economic attributes.

Appalachian Plateau. Characterized by sloping sandstone bluffs above surrounding
valleys, the Appalachian Plateau is Georgia’s smallest geographic region (Chowns, 2018a;
Dewolf, n.d.). Located in the northwest corner of Georgia, this region borders Alabama and
Tennessee (Dewolf, n.d.). Formed by the same tectonic shifts as the Ridge and Valley region, the
Appalachian Plateau contains stunning natural attractions, including Cloudland Canyon and
Lookout Mountain (Chowns, 2018a; Usery, 2018). Historically, the region was home to thriving
blast furnaces which profited from underground iron seams (Chowns, 2018a). Excessive mining
practices exhausted the ironstone deposits; however, contemporary mining activities focus on the
region’s abundant limestone deposits, which are used for cement and aggregate (Chowns,
2018a). Additionally, the only known source of coal in Georgia is in the Appalachian Plateau
(Dewolf, n.d.). While widespread agricultural production is limited by poor soil composition,
some corn and soybean are produced here (Dewolf, n.d.). Today, tourism and forestry serve as
the main drivers of economic profitability in this region (Dewolf, n.d.).

Ridge and Valley. Located between the Appalachian Plateau and Blue Ridge Mountain
region, the Ridge and Valley region consists of northeast-to-southwest trending ridges separated
by fertile valleys (Chowns, 2018b). The ridges are formed from layers of sandstone and chert,
which contributes to acidic soil composition, while limestone and shale form the fertile soils of

the valleys (Chowns, 2018b). This region’s distinct topography is the result of millions of years
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of erosion between the alternating layers of hard and soft sedimentary rocks (Chowns, 2018b).
Economic industries within this region include hardwood and pine timber harvesting and textile
manufacturing (Dewolf, n.d.). Additionally, the carpet capital of the world — Dalton, Georgia — is
located in the Ridge and Valley region, making significant contributions to the local economy
(Dewolf, n.d.). Only 4% of the land is used for agricultural purposes, including the production of
corn, wheat, cotton, and soybeans (Dewolf, n.d.).

Blue Ridge Mountains. Situated within northwest Georgia along the borders of Tennessee
and North Carolina, the Blue Ridge Mountain region forms the southernmost part of the
Appalachian Mountain range (Seabrook, 2020). Spanning five counties, this region boasts
stunning mountain scenery, gorges, and waterfalls (Seabrook, 2020). The Blue Ridge Mountain
region contains rich biological diversity, featuring oak-hickory forests, hemlock, grouse, black
bear, wild board, and whitetail deer (Seabrook, 2020). Historically, the region was home to the
sight of the first gold rush in the United States (Seabrook, 2020). Overharvesting of timber for
copper smelting operations prompted the U.S. government to seize much of the land in this
region. As a result, the Chattahoochee National Forest was established in 1937 to restore the
forest and protect the Chattahoochee River (Seabrook, 2020).

In terms of economic industries, this region is dominated by tourism and recreation,
hospitality, and manufacturing (Seabrook, 2020). Agriculture is limited to the flood plains of
creeks and rivers, but notable agricultural outputs include apples, corn, and livestock (Seabrook,
2020; Dewolf, n.d.). A distinct cultural heritage embodying many characteristics of southern
Appalachia is present within the Blue Ridge region (Seabrook, 2020). Residents celebrate their
culture through Bluegrass music, folk art, and festivals (Seabrook, 2020). Additionally, the

nationally acclaimed Foxfire magazine, which has chronicled the skills, experiences, and
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traditions associated with Appalachian culture since the 1960s, is produced by students in Rabun
County (Mendonca, 2015). Conversely, a negative stereotype of the people and cultural heritage
of this region was perpetuated in the novel Deliverance (Seabrook, 2020).

Piedmont. Beneath the Ridge and Valley and Blue Ridge regions sits the Piedmont. This
region is part of the southern Piedmont geologic region which runs northeast-to-southwest across
the southeastern and mid-Atlantic areas of the United States (Golley, 2017). Characterized by
gently rolling hills and red clay, the Piedmont contains 30% of the state’s surface area (Golley,
2017). Over half of the state’s population lives in the Piedmont region, which is home to Atlanta,
its surrounding suburbs, and the metropolitan areas of Augusta, Columbus, Athens, and Macon
(Usery, 2018; Golley, 2017). As a result, the Piedmont region is highly industrialized, with major
industries including financial services, technology, telecommunications, and manufacturing
(Forbes, 2019; Dewolf, n.d.). Significant agricultural production occurs within the Piedmont,
including animal processing (e.g., poultry, eggs, pigs, beef, and cattle), poultry and pig
production, and dairy farming (Dewolf, n.d.).

Upper Coastal Plain. Separated from the Piedmont region by the Fall Line, the Coastal
Plain covers 60% of Georgia’s surface area (Dewolf, n.d.). The Upper, or Inner, Coastal Plain is
located across central and southwestern Georgia (Usery, 2018). Due to its fertile soil deposits,
the Upper Coastal Plain is known as the agricultural heartland of Georgia (Kirkman, 2020;
Usery, 2018). Prominent agricultural exports include cotton, peanuts, soybeans, peaches, Vidalia
onions, and pecans (Dewolf, n.d.). Loblolly and slash pine plantations support the state’s thriving
forestry and pulpwood industries (Kirkman, 2020). Historically, longleaf pine and wiregrass
dominated the Upper Coastal Plain (Kirkman, 2020; Way, 2019). Formed through frequent fires,

the longleaf pine ecosystem was recognized as the most species-rich ecosystem in North
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America (Way, 2019). However, fire suppression, excessive timber harvesting, and increase in
agricultural land use led to a 90% decrease in old-growth longleaf pine forests (Way, 2019). Due
to habitat loss and deforestation, many of the longleaf pine ecosystem’s endemic species, such as
the gopher tortoise, are now endangered (Way, 2019).

Lower Coastal Plain. Located across southeast Georgia, the Lower, or Outer, Coastal
Plain contains Georgia’s coastline and barrier islands (Usery, 2018). The topography of this
region consists of sandy plains, swamps, and coastal marshes (Seabrook, 2018). Twelve islands
off the coast of Georgia form a barrier between the Atlantic Ocean and the mainland (Seabrook,
2018). These islands provide important ecological services, such as protection from hurricanes
and nursery grounds for marine species (Seabrook, 2018). Maritime industries, including
commercial fishing and seafood processing, contribute significantly to the economic prosperity
of the Lower Coastal Plain (Seabrook, 2018; Dewolf, n.d.). Furthermore, major international
ports located within the cities of Savannah and Brunswick provide vital connections to the global
market (Seabrook, 2018; Dewolf, n.d.). The tourism and recreation industry are also a significant
driver of the coastal Georgia economy, featuring natural attractions such as the Okefenokee
Swamp, Cumberland Island National Seashore, and Tybee Island (Seabrook, 2018).
Extension Districts

The Cooperative Extension Service in Georgia is organized into four geographical
regions across the state: 1) Northeast, 2) Northwest, 3) Southeast, and 4) Southwest (UGA
Extension, n.d.). The Northeast region is comprised of individuals living in the Ridge and
Valley, Blue Ridge Mountains, and Piedmont regions (UGA Extension, n.d.). The Northwest
district serves communities across the Appalachian Plateau, Ridge and Valley, and Piedmont

regions (UGA Extension, n.d.). The Southwest region is in the Upper Coastal Plain (UGA
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Extension, n.d.). The Southeast region contains the Lower Coastal Plains and portions of the
Upper Coastal Plain (UGA Extension, n.d.). The majority of urban counties in Georgia are
located in the Northeast and Northwest districts, with the exception of Lowndes County and the
urban counties of coastal Georgia (UGA Extension, n.d.). The Southeast and Southwest districts
consist primarily of rural counties (UGA Extension, n.d.).
Conclusion

As Extension personnel seek to continue providing relevant information, it is necessary to
identify assets of the communities they serve and leverage these assets as a starting point to
engage in participatory learning with local stakeholders and community members. No two
communities are alike; each has its own unique history, cultural traditions, values, needs, and
desires. Utilizing geographic segmentation enables Extension personnel to determine how
perception of critical community issues differs across different regions of the state. Additionally,
classifying these issues according to the community capitals framework enables Extension
personnel to analyze the existing capital assets of their community and recognize capital areas
that lack sufficient assets. This approach will aid Extension personnel in tailoring program
development and information delivery according to the unique needs and attributes of a
community. Therefore, Extension personnel may be able to target their resources more

efficiently and continue helping Georgia communities thrive throughout the 21 century.
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CHAPTER 3
CRITICAL ISSUES FACING GEORGIANS: AN APPLICATION OF THE DELPHI

TECHNIQUE AND COMMUNITY CAPITALS FRAMEWORK!

Lpowell, A., Lamm, K. W., Borron, A., and Lamm, A. J. To be submitted to the Journal of
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Abstract

The 21% century has brought with it unforeseen challenges and influential trends that will
have significant impact of the livelihood and wellbeing of Georgia residents. Cooperative
extension can extend their mandate by identifying issues that represent present and near-present
threats and use these issues to inform programming and direct resource allocation. The
conceptual basis for this study relied upon the community capitals framework and the consensus-
building theory. Data were collected using a three round Delphi process, with an expert panel
comprising of Extension leadership and administrative personnel. A final list of 21 unique issues
resulted from the Delphi processs and was analyzed thematically using the constant comparative
method. Five heuristic themes resulted from this analysis: 1) Investment in Youth and Adults, 2)
Agricultural and Rural Economic Development, 3) Agriculture and Food Safety Information, 4)
Resource Access and Availability, 5) Social and Personal Economic Concerns. Comparison with
the community capitals framework revealed that each of the heuristic themes lie at the
intersection of multiple community capitals. The immediate efforts of Extension should be
directed towards addressing issues within the Investment in Youth and Adults and Resource
Access and Availability themes using the associated community capitals as entry points for
change.
Keywords: community development, consensus building, community capitals, issue
identification, extension

Introduction

The 21% century has brought with it significant challenges (Abumhadi et al., 2012;

Garforth, 2010). Globally, the issues of climate change (Weiskopf et al., 2020), population

growth (Vollset et al., 2020), and the COVID-19 pandemic (Chakraborty & Maity, 2020) pose
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significant threats. Within the United States, farmers are threatened by economic insecurity,
disruptions in trade networks, and fluctuations in demand (Gloy & Widmar, 2020; MSF
Agriculture, 2020). These global and domestic trends will impact industries and livelihoods
across Georgia (Suttles et al., 2018; Cammarano & Tian, 2018; Chin et al., 2020). Therefore, it is
imperative for extension professionals and policy makers to identify which issues facing Georgia
residents will be most critical (e.g., Lamm, Powell et al., 2021).

Issues are matters of concern shared by a broad population and consist of multiple
interrelated problems (Penn, n.d.). There are several types of issues, including current, emerging,
and potential (Penn, n.d.). For this study, we define a critical issue to be one with current or
emerging matters of concern, which, if unresolved, will have widespread, adverse effects on all
Georgia residents. The land-grant mission of the University of Georgia is underscored by a
federal mandate to use university resources and personnel to benefit the citizens of Georgia
(UGA Public Service and Outreach, n.d.). For over a century, the University of Georgia
Cooperative Extension service has provided Georgians with academic research, timely
information, and novel technologies (UGA Extension, n.d.). Thus, cooperative extension has a
unique insight into the lives of Georgia residents (Davis, 2016). One way that cooperative
extension services can continue their mission and remain relevant to the citizens of the state, both
rural and urban, is by identifying critical issues that indicate present and near-present challenges
facing Georgia residents. Once identified, the issues can help to inform future programming and
to direct extension resources and efforts.

Extension is well adapted to responding and innovating in response to environmental
changes and crises (Davis et al., 2021). As the 21% century progresses, the needs of urban and

rural communities continue to evolve in response to changing stimuli (Narine & Meier, 2020).
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To remain faithful to the mission mandated in the Smith-Lever Act and to meet the needs of a
changing world, extension must identify the current and emerging issues facing Georgia
residents. The present study utilizes an expert panel of extension professionals to identify these
critical issues and generate consensus regarding which issues are most paramount. The results of
this study will make significant contributions to the UGA Cooperative Extension Service by
providing a framework to develop programming and policy focus areas and to guide resource
allocation. By addressing the critical issues facing Georgians, extension will build community
resilience and help citizens thrive.
Theoretical Framework

Consensus Building Theory

Generating consensus involves gathering individuals who represent varied interests and
engaging these individuals in a dialogue to address an area of shared concern (Innes & Booher,
1999). This practice is a common way to “search for feasible strategies to deal with uncertain,
complex, and controversial planning and policy tasks” (Innes & Booher, 1999, p.412). The
consequences of effective consensus building include high quality agreements between
stakeholders who may otherwise not associate with one another, tangible products such as formal
agreements and partnerships, and intangible products including social, intellectual, and political
gains (Innes & Booher, 1999). Overall, consensus building is “valuable from a societal
perspective because it links the distributed intelligence of many players so they can form a more
coherent and responsive planning system” (Innes & Booher, 1999, p.421).

Within the 1990s, the consensus building framework rose in popularity, replacing the
previously favored community organizing approach (Saegert, 2006). Several approaches were

associated with consensus building, including the community capitals framework (Flora et al.,
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2016), capacity building (Chaskin et al., 2001), and asset-based community development
(Kretzman & McKnight, 1993). These approaches emphasize facilitating “communication
among residents so that they can recognize their own interests, build trust, develop a shared
vision of community, and apply their collective assets to its achievement” (Harvey, 2013, p.
258). The results of applying consensus building to community development initiatives are
mixed.

Buchecker and Hunziker (2006) found that use of consensus building to determine
development of a rural population in Switzerland had a net positive effect. Through this process,
participants discovered that their attitudes toward regional development agreed with the attitudes
of other regional groups (Bucheker & Hunziker, 2006). The researchers posit that the decrease in
perceived differences between attitudes of the participants and the other groups was a key factor
in the effectiveness of the consensus building process (Bucheker & Hunziker, 2006). In his work
among the Mississippi Delta region, Harvey (2013) found that racial divisions and pre-existing
structural conflicts between participants reduced the effectiveness of consensus building.
Members of the wealthy business elite group, who were majority white, voiced that while
everyone should have the opportunity to give their input, “only those with the requisite education
and professional experience should be involved in planning and implementation” (Harvey, 2013,
p.266). Among the Black political and non-profit elite, individuals felt that community
development was their responsibility and perceived white elites’ attempts to be involved as
threats (Harvey, 2013). Overall, every community, no matter the underlying obstacles, has the
capacity necessary to take an active role in its transformation (Kretzman & McKnight, 1993),
and the consensus building approach represents a valid method for engaging stakeholders in

participatory-based community development (Saegert, 2006).

28



Community Capitals Framework

The community capitals framework has been used extensively in the social sciences
discipline to analyze the complex interactions between human, social, political, and
environmental systems (Emery & Flora, 2006; Flora & Flora, 2013) and make recommendations
for community development initiatives (Anglin, 2015; Jones, 2021). The following section
provides definitions of each capital with examples from the southeastern U.S. and Georgia.

Human. Human capital consists of the natural and learned competencies of individuals
and how these competencies are leveraged to increase resources in and outside of the community
(Borron et al., 2019; Anglin, 2015). Some examples of human capital include educational and
technical skills, leadership skills, work ethic, and lifestyle (Flora & Flora, 2013). Georgia is one
of the fastest growing states in the U.S., with a projected increase in population of 17.7% by
2030 (Georgia Department of Economic Development, 2021). However, rural populations in
Georgia have been declining, with a 4% loss from 2010 to 2020 (Tanner, 2021; Fennessy &
Mador, 2021). Since 1990, the percentage of Georgia citizens with a high school diploma has
increased from 71% to 85%, while the percentage of citizens with a four-year degree rose from
19.3% to 28.5% (Georgia Department of Economic Development). Moreover, the proportion of
individuals with less than a high school diploma has decreased in both rural and urban
populations (Tanner, 2021; USDA-ERS, 2021). Among urban areas, the rate has decreased from
43.6% in 1980 to 11.6% in 2019 (USDA-ERS, 2021). However, rural populations experienced a
much greater decrease with rates falling from 57.7% in 1980 to 18.6% in 2019 (USDA-ERS,
2021). The top five occupations in Georgia during 2020 included 1) Office and Administrative

Support, 2) Sales and Related Occupations, 3) Transportation and Material Moving, 4) Food
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Preparation and Serving Related Occupations, and 5) Production (U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics, 2021).

Social. Social capital refers to the connections between individuals and organizations in
the community that enable collective action and foster change (Flora & Flora, 2013). One of the
most crucial units of the social system in the southeastern U.S. is the family unit (Parker et al.,
2018; Pittman, 2014). However, in 2021, Georgia ranked 38" in the nation for child and family
well-being for the second year in a row (Georgia Family Connection Partnership, 2021). The rate
of children living in high poverty areas indicates the resources and opportunities available to
children within a community (Georgia Family Connection Partnership, 2021). Prior to the
COVID-19 pandemic, the rate of children living in high poverty areas statewide was 9% in 2019
(Georgia Family Connection Partnership, 2021). Due to negative impacts of the pandemic, this
proportion has increased dramatically rising to over 30% in some rural counties (Miller, 2021).
Furthermore, the overall rate of poverty in both rural and urban populations in Georgia has been
declining since the late 1970s (USDA ERS, 2021). However, the rate of poverty in rural Georgia
counties is almost 20%, over seven percentage points higher than the rate of poverty in urban
counties (USDA ERS, 2021).

Cultural. Cultural capital is defined as what constitutes knowledge, how this knowledge
is to be achieved, and how it is to be validated through the existing community power hierarchy
(Flora & Flora, 2013; Anglin, 2015). Culture in the southeastern United States has been
characterized by southern hospitality (Megehee & Spake, 2007), rootedness (Schwarz, 1997),
and sense of community (Coffman & BelLue, 2009). Religion, particularly evangelical
Christianity, is a dominant cultural value across the southeastern U.S. (Hitcher et al., 2021), an

area often referred to as the ‘Bible Belt’ (Carter, 2007).
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Political. Political capital represents a community’s capacity to transform societal norms,
practices, and values into rules that govern distribution of community resources (Lamm, Borron
et al., 2021). For example, Hogler et al. (2015) found that southern culture impacted how
residents regard collective action and argue that the traditional social structures of the south
negatively impact contemporary levels of union membership. Additionally, within political
elections, single-party control and a long history of gerrymandering can decrease political power
among the minority party and underrepresented populations (Armstrong et al., 2021).

Regarding political ideology, the majority of Georgia residents identify as conservative
(Pew Research Center, n.d.). Historically, conservative Democrats dominated Georgia’s political
history, a trend spanning from the Reconstruction Era to the end of Jimmy Carter’s presidency
(Lerer & Fausset, 2020; Wiegel, 2020). In more recent years, conservative Republican coalitions
have become the dominant political party in Georgia (Wiegel, 2020). However, new data
suggests this trend may be changing. For example, Atlanta and its surrounding metro
communities have become a hub for progressive political ideologies (Wiegel, 2020).
Additionally, Georgia’s electoral college votes went to Joe Biden in the 2020 presidential
election, while Jon Ossoff and Raphael Warnock defeated Republican incumbents David Perdue
and Kelly Loeffler in the 2020 Senate runoff (NBC News, 2021). With regards to urban and rural
differences, urban populations in Georgia tend to identify as progressive, while rural populations
generally identify as conservative (Wiegel, 2020).

Natural. Natural capital refers to the “concentration of all environmental resources —
renewable and non-renewable — within a community” (Lamm, Borron et al., 2021, p.289). Such
resources include forestry, water, air and soil quality, weather, geography, and topography

(Emery & Flora, 2006; Flora et al., 2016). Within the southeastern United States, there is a
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wealth of natural capital. Specifically, within Georgia there are almost eight million acres of
farmland with the “soil quality, growing season, and moisture supply necessary to produce
sustained yields of crops” (Georgia DNR, n.d., para. 2). Additionally, Georgia has the most
commercial forest land of any state, which contributes to almost 75% of the U.S. pine supply
(Georgia DNR, n.d.). Water is a vital resource in the southeastern United States and rights to use
of the Apalachicola-Chattahoochee-Flint River basin have embroiled the tri-state area (Georgia,
Alabama, and Florida) in conflict since the 1990s (Southern Environmental Law Center, n.d.).
Built-financial. Built capital consists of the infrastructure necessary to support the
maintenance and development of community activities, including production, transportation, and
power (Anglin, 2015; Flora & Flora, 2013). Financial capital refers to the economic resources
accessible to a community for the development and support of wealth accumulation (Lamm,
Borron et al., 2021). While not exclusively monetary, the resources in financial capital can all be
translated to monetary instruments or converted into other forms of capital (Anglin, 2015).
Previous factor analysis confirmed that these capitals can be combined into a singular construct
(Lamm, Borron et al., 2021). Aging infrastructure represents a significant threat to built capital
resources in Georgia (Carpenter, 2014). A report by the Georgia Municipal Association (n.d.)
analyzed and projected the infrastructure needs of Georgia cities and counties during 2020-2024.
The highest reported needs were in the areas of transportation, water, and sewer (Georgia
Municipal Association, n.d.). In terms of financial resources, the median household income for
Georgia residents in 2019 was $58,700, which was lower than the national median household
income of $62,843 (United States Census Bureau, n.d.). However, the median household income
for Black and Hispanic residents in Georgia was lower than the median household income for

White and Asian residents (Shrider et al., 2021). The reported poverty rate was 13.3% in 2019
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for the state of Georgia, which was nearly two points higher than the national poverty rate (U.S.
Census Bureau, n.d.)
Purpose and Research Objectives
The purpose of this study is to identify and generate consensus regarding the critical
issues facing Georgia residents. The study was driven by the following research objectives:
1. Creative a comprehensive list of potential critical issues facing the citizens of Georgia.
2. Generate consensus on the most critical issues facing the citizens of Georgia.

3. Develop a heuristic thematic grouping of critical issues facing the citizens of Georgia.

Methods

Delphi Technique

The methodology for this study included the Delphi technique and the constant
comparative method. The Delphi technique was initially developed and used by Rand
Corporation in the 1950s to control for interpersonal variables in decision making (Goodman,
1987). In the past 70 years, this technique has evolved into a widespread, systematic method that
enables experts to discuss complex issues and “convert diverse views... [into a] communal
notion” (Allen et al., 2019, p.1309). The basics of conducting an iterative Delphi process are as
follows: 1) determine meaning of “expert” in study context and compose a panel of experts; 2)
administer initial questionnaire round where panelists generate responses; 3) conduct consecutive
rounds where experts review previous group responses and generate consensus (Allen et al.,
2019; Habibi et al., 2014). Generally, consensus is achieved within two to four rounds (Allen et
al., 2019).

One advantage of using the Delphi technique is that this method is flexible and adaptable

to specific study contexts (Vernon, 2009). Within the literature, there is precedence for tailoring
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the Delphi technique for application to issues facing food safety industry (Lamm, Randall, &
Diez-Gonzalez, 2021), environmental education (Ruppert & Duncan, 2017), and sustainable
farming practices (Ranjan et al., 2014). Additionally, the Delphi technique enables researchers to
access a wide range of professionals who may not otherwise be able to generate consensus
together (Vernon, 2009). Based on these factors, the Delphi technique was selected to establish
consensus among extension professionals regarding critical issues facing Georgians.

While there are numerous benefits to the Delphi, there are several criticisms that must be
taken into consideration when employing this method. First, the entire Delphi technique is based
on the composition of the expert panel (Vernon, 2009). If individuals on the expert panel are not
selected rigorously, and indeed are not “experts”, this can result in invalid results. Relatedly,
even if consensus is generated, this does not always imply that the “right” answers have been
found. Since Delphi results rely heavily on the validity, knowledge, and competence of expert
panelists, it is imperative that measures have been taken to ensure a rigorous selection of
competent and knowledgeable panel members. Even with measures taken to strengthen validity
and credibility of expert panelists, the results of Delphi studies should be interpreted cautiously
(Vernon, 2009).

For the current study, the panel was comprised of 19 individuals from the Georgia
Extension leadership team, which included the Dean of Extension, associate deans, district
extension directors, program development coordinators, and other administrative leaders.
Extension in the state of Georgia has a county delivery model with a presence in 159 counties
across the state. The administrative structure includes four geographic regions with
administrative personnel representing each, as well as a main location at the University of

Georgia Athens Campus.
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Data were collected from August to September 2018. Three rounds of the Delphi process
were administered online via the survey platform Qualtrics. The response rate for all three
rounds was 100%. During the first round, panelists were asked to provide up to five responses,
either a word or short phrase, to the following question: “In your opinion, what are the most
critical issues facing the citizens of Georgia?” Items generated during round one were analyzed
and duplicates were consolidated into single items. The resulting list of 63 unique issues were
presented to panelists in round two.

During the second round, panelists were presented with the list of items generated during
the first round of the Delphi process. Panelists were then asked to indicate the level of
importance for each item using a five-point, Likert-type scale. Possible responses ranged from “1
— Not at all important” to “5 — Very important”. Following the second round, a mean level of
importance was computed for each issue. A threshold value of 3.55 was determined a priori
(Keeney et al., 2011). Items with a mean level of importance lower than this threshold were not
retained for further analysis. The resulting list consisted of 41 unique issues.

During round three, panelists were presented with the list of 41 issues retained from
round two. Panelists were asked to indicate the level of consensus they associated with each
issue by determining whether each issue should be retained. Panelists indicated whether an issue
should be retained by using a dichotomous scale with possible responses “Yes” or “No”.
Percentage scores were calculated to indicate the composite level of consensus associated with
each item. A threshold value of 80% was determined a priori according to recommendations in
the Delphi literature (Keeney et al., 2011). Items with a composite level of consensus lower than
80% were not retained for further analysis. Twenty-one issues were retained following round

three of the Delphi process.
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Constant Comparative Method

The constant comparative method is a qualitative analytic technique which enables
researchers to systematically generate theories that are integrated, consistent, and close to the
data through explicit coding and analytic procedures (Glaser, 1965). There are four stages to this
method: “1) comparing incidents applicable to each category, 2) integrating categories and their
properties, 3) delimiting the theory, and 4) writing the theory” (Glaser, 1965, p.439). In general
terms, the researcher begins by first assigning a code to each data point, which may be a short
phrase or word. The researcher reviews these initial codes, comparing them to one another and
thereby generating new codes or categories of codes. This iterative processed is repeated until
the initial codes have been transformed into heuristic themes. Reviewing the resulting themes
and codes enables the researcher to form theories about the data (Glaser, 1965).

Within this study, the final list generated from the Delphi process was reviewed by the
researcher. Each issue on the list was given an initial code. These initial codes were reviewed
and compared repeatedly, generating categories and eventually themes. The coding was initially
completed by hand, using a manual, color-coded process, but was eventually converted to a
digital format using a spreadsheet software. The themes resulting from the constant comparative
analysis were examined to develop theories regarding the data and make appropriate
recommendations.

Results

The first round of the Delphi technique resulted in 63 unique responses related to critical
issues facing Georgia residents. Table 1 displays the mean level of importance as well as the
individual frequency counts for each issue. The two issues with the highest mean importance

scores were “access to rural healthcare” and “rural job growth and availability”.
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Table 1.
Delphi Round Two Results: Level of Importance for Critical Issues Facing Georgians (n = 63)

Items n 1 2 3 4 5 Mean
Access to rural healthcare 19 0 0 1 6 12 4.58
Rural job growth and availability 19 0 0 1 7 11 4.53
Agricultural prosperity 19 0 0 2 7 10 4.42
Economic development in rural GA 19 0 0 1 11 7 4.32
Economic viability in rural communities 19 0 0 3 7 9 4.32
Education (all) 19 0 0 4 5 10 4.32
Access to resources in rural areas 19 0 0 2 10 7 4.26
Limited access to broadband in rural 19 0 0 5 10 5 4.26
areas
Career read_lness and workforce 19 0 0 5 5 9 4.21
preparation
Obesity 19 0 0 4 7 8 4.21
Rural poverty 19 0 0 2 11 6 4.21
Lack of qualified workforce 19 0 1 4 5 9 4.16
Chronic disease 19 0 0 4 8 7 4.16
Health 19 0 0 5 7 7 411
Lack of workforce soft skills 19 0 1 5 5 8 4.05
Youth education 19 0 0 4 10 5 4.05
Poor health status due to preventable 19 0 0 5 8 5 4.05
causes
Water quantity 19 0 1 2 11 5 4.05
Youth leadership development 19 0 0 6 7 6 4.00
Graduation rate 19 0 1 5 6 7 4.00
Youth development 19 0 0 6 8 5 3.95
Limited access to healthy food choices 19 0 2 2 10 5 3.95
State revenue 19 0 1 6 5 7 3.95
Water quality 19 0 1 3 11 4 3.95
Limited understanding of the 3.95
importance of agriculture and where 19 0 1 5 7 6
food comes from
Limited access to fresh food choices 19 0 2 2 10 5 3.95
Low performing schools 19 0 1 4 10 4 3.89
Urban poverty 19 0 1 6 6 6 3.89
Rural flight to urban centers 19 0 2 6 3 8 3.89
Literacy 19 0 0 7 7 5 3.89
Financial wellbeing and income 19 0 0 7 7 5 3.89
Family stability 19 0 1 4 10 4 3.89
Aging population 19 0 2 6 4 7 3.84
Lack of values 19 0 3 1 12 3 3.79
Financial literacy and management 19 0 0 8 7 4 3.74
False information (i.e., GMO 3.74
understanding) leads to incorrect 19 0 2 6 6 5

food choices
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Economics 19 0 1 7 7 4 3.74

Impacts of urban migration 19 0 4 2 8 5 3.74

New technology for crop production 19 0 3 5 6 5 3.68

Crime and violence 19 0 3 5 6 5 3.68

Low pay for schoolteachers 19 0 3 6 4 6 3.68

Drug _at_>use _ar_ld addiction including the 19 0 9 5 9 3 3.68
opioid crisis

Generational poverty 19 0 1 8 6 4 3.68

Children that do not have appropriate 19 0 1 10 3 5 3.63
role models

Lack of civic and community Ie_adershlp 19 0 9 9 3 5 3.58
capacity at all stages of the life cycle

Aging infrastructure 19 0 2 8 6 3 3.53

Exercise for youth and adults 19 0 3 5 9 2 3.53

Food quantity 19 0 2 9 5 3 3.47

Limited access to critical expertise to 3.42
work with them in solving 19 0 4 7 4 4
community-based concerns

Automobile traffic congestion 19 0 3 7 9 0 3.32

Teen pregnancy 19 0 3 10 4 2 3.26

Lack of affordable transportation 19 0 4 8 5 2 3.26

Inability to balance time, energy, and 19 1 5 5 3 4 3.21
resources

Unplanned metro growth and urban 19 0 5 5 5 9 3.16
sprawl

Urban job growth and availability 19 0 4 9 6 0 3.11

Populat_lon gr(_)vvth diminishing the 19 0 5 11 5 1 2.95
quality of life

Limited bringing people together 18 1 7 4 6 0 2.83

Student loan repayment 19 3 5 7 3 1 2.68

Lack of teen jobs 19 0 9 8 2 0 2.63

Table 2 displays the composite level of consensus associated with each issue. Three items
obtained a unanimous level of consensus: 1) youth development, 2) youth leadership

development, 3) career readiness and workforce preparedness.

Table 2.

Delphi Round Three Results: Level of Consensus with Critical Issues Facing Georgians (n =
41)

Item Consensus %
Youth development 100.00
Youth leadership development 100.00
Career readiness and workforce preparedness 100.00
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False information of food issues (i.e., GMO understanding) leads to incorrect 94.12
food choices

Agricultural prosperity 94.12
New technology for crop production 94.12
Limited understanding of the importance of agriculture and where food comes 94.12
from

Water quality 94.12
Limited access to healthy food choices 94.12
Limited access to fresh food choices 94.12
Youth education 94.12
Access to resources in rural areas 93.75
Lack of civic and community leadership capacity at all stages of the life cycle 88.89
Water gquantity 88.89
Financial wellbeing and income 88.24
Financial literacy and management 88.24
Economic development in rural GA 88.24
Lack of workforce soft skills 87.50
Family stability 82.35
Aging population 82.35
Fair water distribution for agriculture 82.35
Children that do not have appropriate role models 76.47
Education (all) 76.47
Access to rural healthcare 76.47
Lack of qualified workforce 75.00
Rural poverty 73.33
Lack of values 68.75
Literacy 64.71
Urban poverty 64.71
Rural job growth and availability 64.71
Economic viability in rural communities 64.71
Graduation rate 62.50
Impacts of urban migration 56.25
Limited access to broadband in rural areas 52.94
Low performing schools 50.00
Economics 50.00
State revenue 37.50
Crime and violence 35.29
Rural flight to urban centers 35.29
Low pay for schoolteachers 31.25

After the Delphi process was completed, the resulting list of 21 issues were thematically

analyzed using the constant comparative method (Glaser, 1965). Following this analysis, five
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categories emerged. These themes and the individual issues associated with them are presented

in Table 3.

Table 3.
Constant Comparative Method Thematic Analysis Results (n = 21)

Categories Number
of Issues
Overall

Number of
Issues with
90-100%
Agreement

Investment in Youth and Adults 5
Youth development
Youth leadership development
Career readiness and workforce preparedness
Youth education
Lack of workforce soft skills
Agricultural and Rural Economic Development 3
Agricultural prosperity
New technology for crop production
Economic development in rural GA
Agriculture and Food System Information 2
False information of food issues (i.e., GMO understanding) leads
to incorrect food choices
Limited understanding of the importance of agriculture and
where food comes from
Resource Access and Availability 6
Water quality
Limited access to healthy food choices
Limited access to fresh food choices
Access to resources in rural areas
Water guantity
Fair water distribution for agriculture
Social and Personal Economic Concerns 5
Lack of civic and community leadership capacity at all stages of
the life cycle
Financial wellbeing and income
Financial literacy and management
Family stability
Aging population

4

Conclusions, Recommendations, and Limitations

Thematic analysis of the 21 issues from the Delphi technique resulted in the identification

of five major themes encompassing the critical issues facing Georgia residents. These heuristic
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categories offer enhanced insight into expert feedback from extension professionals and provide
a starting point for action. The dimensions of the Investment in Youth and Adults theme highlight
the need for increased education, workforce preparation, and leadership development. Within the
Agricultural and Rural Economic Development theme, the associated issues underscore the
importance of agriculture in Georgia’s economy and future economic development. The issues
identified in the Agriculture and Food Safety Information theme highlight the need for increased
awareness regarding new agricultural innovations and the value of Georgia’s agricultural
industries. Resource Access and Availability relate to the threats facing water use in Georgia and
the implications of food insecurity. Finally, Social and Personal Economic Concerns delineate
gaps in general financial knowledge, lack of societal role models, and the impacts of changing
demographic characteristics.
Community Capitals Framework and Thematic Analysis

The community capitals framework is a useful lens to provide a more heuristic
classification of the issues identified during the consensus building process. Analysis through the
lens of community capitals enables us to determine how the critical issues identified in this study
relate to the perceptions of capital stock within Georgia communities. This framework provides a
holistic view of the human and material resources available to Georgia communities, enabling
extension practitioners to direct resources more efficiently and develop programming that
addresses the most pressing community needs. Each of the themes resulting from CCM analysis
and their associated issues corresponded to multiple community capitals. Figure 1 displays the

five themes and corresponding community capitals.
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Figure 1. CCM Themes and Corresponding Community Capitals

The interaction between human and political capitals is apparent within Investment in
Youth and Adults. Much of Georgia’s economic growth has been hemorrhaged by “low
workforce participation and lack of access to opportunities in high-growth sectors” (Coe et al.,
2019, para. 3). While Georgia’s vocational programs lead the nation, there is a need to direct
qualified candidates into training programs that teach employer-demanded skills (Coe et al.,
2019). Doing so could reskill 19,000 unemployed workers and increase Georgia’s workforce by
400,000 individuals (Coe et al., 2019). Additionally, Extension-sponsored youth leadership
development programs, such as 4-H, enables adolescent to smoothly transition into adulthood by
empowering them with independence, critical thinking skills, self-confidence, and responsibility
for others (Kelsey, 2020). Involving youth in extracurricular programs may also stimulate
desired political and civic behavior during adulthood (Rasmussen et al., 2009; Smith, 1999).

Natural, political, built, and financial capitals overlap within Resource Access and
Availability. To provide clean water to its residents, Georgia relies heavily on groundwater
supplies (EPA, 2013). However, occasional droughts, a growing population, and demand from
neighboring states have strained Georgia’s existing water supply (Smolen et al., 2017; EPA,
2013). Therefore, the development of sustainable water resource management plans and water

use policies accounting for fair distribution to agricultural industries and neighboring states are
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necessary to ensure the protection of this valuable resource (Gaffney, 2019; Georgia
Conservancy, n.d.). Another resource inequality issue is apparent regarding food security and
fresh food accessibility in Georgia. Over 20% of Georgia residents live in urban areas of the state
that are more than one mile from a grocery store, or in rural areas that are more than ten miles
away from a grocery store (Prabhu, 2021). Physical or financial inability to access fresh foods
can result in negative health and community impacts (Prabhu, 2021; Capelouto, 2021; Aglanta,
2021). Increase of infrastructure such as neighborhood markets, expansion of transportation
services, and development of policies (i.e., the Double Up Food Bucks program) are necessary to
stimulate community capitals that combat food insecurity (Aglanta, 2021).

Regarding Agricultural and Rural Economic Development, the identified issues
underscore the relationships between financial, built, human, and natural capitals. As mentioned
previously, the development of Georgia’s rural economy can be stimulated through vocational
training programs that teach highly demanded skills (Coe et al., 2019). Furthermore, increasing
agricultural prosperity is possible through technological innovations that enable efficient nutrient
application (Michaux, 2019; Davoodi et al., 2018) and increased crop resiliency (Floyd, 2021,
Melancon, n.d.). Natural and cultural capitals describe the issues associated with Agricultural
and Food Safety Information. A significant barrier to agricultural and food safety communication
is public trust in government agencies and scientists (Pechar et al., 2018; Oz et al., 2018; Settle et
al., 2017). One factor is public knowledge or involvement in agriculture (Settle et al., 2017). If
an individual is not involved in agriculture-related industries or does not live in an agrarian-
based community, their awareness of agricultural issues is likely to be lower (Settle et al., 2017).
Additionally, “functional networks are based on trust which, in turn, are based on norms or

values that guide social actors’ behaviors” (Sseguya et al., 2018, p.119).
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Finally, issues within the Social and Economic Concerns theme highlight the intersection
of cultural, political, social, financial, human, and built capitals. For example, community
leadership creates social networks at individual and community levels, provide opportunities for
human capital growth, and inspire civic engagement (Apaliyah et al., 2017). Financial literacy
can increase availability of financial capital through wise investments and debt management
(National Financial Educators Council, n.d.), contribute to enhanced wellbeing (Zemtsov &
Osipova, 2015), and is mediated by the influence of social networks (Bongomin et al., 2016).
Regarding family dynamics, instability in familial relationships can have negative effects on
child well-being, scholastic achievement, and career outcomes (Harkonen et al., 2017).
Additionally, 20% of Georgia’s population are expected to be over the age of 60 by 2030
(Landers et al., 2006). This trend will increase demand for elderly care services (Nolin, 2019)
and use of social welfare programs (Georgia Department of Human Services, 2017).

Since extension possesses limited financial and human resources, we recommend
immediate efforts be directed toward issues that generated the most agreement from experts.
There were 12 top critical issues identified (i.e., issues with 90-100% agreement in round three
of the Delphi technique). Based on this data, primary efforts should be directed toward
addressing issues associated with Resource Access and Availability (4 issues in top 12) and
Investment in Youth and Adults (4 issues in top 12) followed by Agricultural and Rural
Economic Development (2 issues in top 12) and Agriculture and Food Safety Information (2
issues in top 12). Although the critical issues in the Social and Personal Economic Concerns
theme are important, none of these were in the top 12 issues.

One noteworthy finding is the three issues with unanimous agreement from expert

panelists are all associated with the Investment in Youth and Adults theme. Human capital
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represents a critical resource within Georgia (Coe et al., 2019). Future economic development in
suburban and rural areas depends on the maximization of human resources (Coe et al., 2019).
However, the issues identified within the Investment in Youth and Adults theme illustrate an
opportunity for development. Although the state of Georgia has potential in the number of
individuals able to enter the workforce, there is an opportunity to enhance existing education and
career preparation programs (Coe et al., 2019). In particular, youth leadership development and
career preparation programs represent two areas with perceived needs. Although 4-H educators
are already making contributions to youth leadership development and education, the results of
this study underscore the importance of continuing such programs. Additionally, we recommend
extension professionals identify highly demanded technical and soft skills and use these findings
to inform the development of extension education and vocational training programs.

Within the Delphi process, there are limitations which may restrict the generalizability of
results. For instance, the scope of the identified issues is inherently limited by the insights and
perspectives of the expert panelists. Although measures were taken to reduce bias and assemble a
heterogenous panel with statewide expertise, the expert panelists’ perspectives and personal
characteristics may have influenced the results, as might their employment with the Georgia
Extension system—which operates within the scope of three program areas (agricultural and
natural resources, 4-H youth development, and family and consumer sciences), and does not
include a fourth (community and economic development), which is acknowledged formerly by
the USDA-NIFA and many institutions across the land-grant system. Additionally, the author
and primary coder of the data is from a suburban community in the Southeastern United States
and has previously worked with extension and community development initiatives. These

personal experiences may have influenced their interpretation of the data. Measures to reduce
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bias, such as member checking, were employed to reduce bias according to recommendations in
the literature (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

The aim of this article is to facilitate the continued development of the state of Georgia
by identifying and generating consensus around the most critical issues facing the state’s
residents. The results of this study carry significant implications for practice, primarily by
providing the Georgia Cooperative Extension Service with a guideline for program development
and resource allocation efforts. The use of the Delphi technique in conjunction with the
community capitals framework enables valuable comparison with the existing strengths and
capitals within Georgia communities. Knowledge of these capitals and their interactions with one
another allows for greater efficiency in addressing these issues. While the results of this study
may not be directly applicable to all states in the southeastern United States, they should serve as
a foundation for strategic entry points within Georgia communities and be used to guide the

efforts of Extension services in the near future.
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CHAPTER 4
EXAMINING THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN GEOGRAPHIC GROUPINGS AND
PERSPECTIVE OF CRITICAL COMMUNITY ISSUES: AN AUDIENCE SEGMENTATION

ANALYSIS?

2 powell, A., Lamm, K. W., Borron, A., and Lamm, A. J. To be submitted to the Journal of

Human Sciences and Extension

47



Abstract

As Extension personnel within Georgia prepare for the next century of progress, a critical
concern is to identify needs of clientele across the state and ensure that they are being provided
with relevant and needed information. The present study expands on previous research to provide
a preliminary list of needs and recommendations that will aid Extension personnel in developing
programs tailored to local needs. Using audience segmentation, the present study explored
whether perspective of critical community issues would differ based on rurality, geographic
region, or Extension district. Five critical community issue themes were analyzed including: 1)
Youth and Family Development, 2) Civic Engagement and Community Development, 3)
Agriculture and Economic Development, 4) Nutrition Education and Food Availability, and 5)
Water. A total of 3,374 individuals across the state of Georgia were surveyed. Descriptive
statistics were analyzed, and chi-square test of independence was used to test for significant
relationships. Post-hoc tests were conducted to analyze the residuals and test for significant
within-group differences. A major finding is that Youth and Family Development was perceived
to be a critical community issue within the Blue Ridge and Coastal Plain geographic regions, as
well as the Southwest Extension district. One implication is the initial development of a decision
support tool that will aid Extension professionals in developing programs that meet the needs of
the communities they support. A practical recommendation is for Extension personnel to use
these results as a starting point and work collaboratively with local stakeholders to determine
next steps.

Keywords: agricultural extension; audience segmentation; decision-making support
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Introduction

“Geography determines destiny” (Verghese, 2009, p.9). Due to varying cultures, values,
resources, and environmental factors (Kahle, 1986), the geographic region in which an individual
lives has a considerable influence on certain life outcomes, including poverty (Tate, 2008),
access to healthcare services (McDonald & Conde, 2010), and educational opportunities (Tate,
2008). Throughout its history, the Cooperative Extension Service has provided outreach and
educational services to a large and varied population on behalf of the land-grant university
system (Buys & Rennekamp, 2020). Initially, Extension was founded on delivering programs to
rural communities, and efforts were aimed at disseminating research-based technologies to
agricultural workers (Gould et al., 2014; Webster & Ingram, 2007; UGA Extension, n.d.). As the
nation’s population shifted toward urban areas, Extension personnel redefined traditional
programming, emphasizing its applicability and meaning to urban contexts (Webster & Ingram,
2007; Schaefer et al., 1992).

The state of Georgia’s branch of the Cooperative Extension Service has developed in a
similar fashion to the national organization (UGA Extension, n.d.). At its inception, outreach
efforts were primarily aimed at helping male agricultural workers and youth with farm
demonstration work (UGA Extension, n.d.). To address the demand for expanded homemaking
education, Extension agents in Georgia began offering demonstrations in cooking, canning,
gardening, and sewing (UGA Extension, n.d.). Responding to the environmental movement of
the 1960s-70s, UGA Extension increased their focus on environmental education, disseminating
information related to invasive species, pollution prevention, and water conservation (UGA

Extension, n.d.). Throughout its tenure, Georgia’s Extension service has remained dynamic and
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adaptive, “dedicated to serving citizens with the latest information and programs while
addressing needs and technologies as they change over time” (UGA Extension, n.d., para. 3).

As Extension personnel within Georgia prepare for the next century of progress, a
primary concern should be to ensure that local Extension offices are meeting stakeholder needs,
by providing relevant and desired information and programming. This paper builds on the work
of Powell and Lamm (In preparation), who identified five categories of critical issues facing
Georgia residents, as determined by consensus building among Extension personnel and
administration. The present study extends this work by surveying Georgia residents statewide
and examining the distribution of critical issues according to geographic groupings. This work
contributes to Extension efforts within Georgia by providing preliminary guidelines of how
community issues are distributed across the state and practical recommendations for developing
targeted programming to meet local needs.

Conceptual Framework

Audience Segmentation

Audience segmentation is a marketing technique that separates individuals into different
groups based on shared characteristics (Newton et al., 2013), which may include behavioral,
psychological, socio-economic, geographical, or demographic attributes (Kotler & Roberto,
1989). Audience segmentation is particularly useful when examining large diverse populations
because it enables the researcher to establish subgroups with “shared characteristics relevant to
the behavior to inform the design and delivery of more salient and targeted materials” (Warner et
al., 2022, p.2). Moreover, audience segmentation facilitates communication strategies toward
specific groups based on their unique needs or interests and has been found to increase efficiency

of resource use and information delivery (Huang et al., 2016; Newton et al., 2013; Kotler & Lee,
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2008). Successful use of audience segmentation in Cooperative Extension applications has been
well-documented (see Gibson et al., 2020; Lamm et al., 2019; Warner et al., 2017; Huang et al.,
2016).

Geographic segmentation is a subset of audience segmentation, where individuals are
grouped according to geographic characteristics. Separation of individuals by geographic
characteristics can be useful in determining the needs or values of individuals in a certain area
and tailoring information accordingly (Qualtrics, n.d.; Kahle, 1986). For example, Rentfrow et
al. (2013) identified distinct psychological profiles which clustered in different regions of the
United States. The researchers used these geographical profiles to examine the connections
between microlevel processes and macrolevel outcomes (Rentfrow et al., 2013). Furthermore,
Lamm, Holder et al. (2021) utilized geographic segmentation to examine personality traits of
agricultural leadership development program participants.

Rurality

In Georgia, there are 159 total counties. According to the Rural Hospital Organization
Assistance Act of 2017, counties with a population less than 50,000 were designated as rural. In
total, 120 counties were classified as rural, with two counties classified rural based on military
installation exclusion clause (State Office of Rural Health, 2017). The remaining thirty-nine
counties were designated as urban. Primarily, the urban counties are situated in the metro Atlanta
region; however, there are other urban hubs across the state, near the metropolitan areas of
Athens, Augusta, Savannah, Columbus, Valdosta, and Rome (State Office of Rural Health,
2017). The majority of rural counties in Georgia were classified as at-risk or distressed, while the

majority of urban counties were designated as prosperous or comfortable.
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In terms of economic development, there are also stark differences between rural and
urban counties within Georgia. In 2014, urban counties in Georgia contained 78% of all jobs in
the state, with Atlanta accounting for over half (55%) of all jobs (Bluestone & de Zeeuw, 2016).
However, the unemployment rate was higher within urban areas (6.7%) than rural areas (5.8%)
in Georgia (USDA-ERS, 2021). From 2007-2014, 90% of Georgia’s population growth occurred
within urban areas (Bluestone & de Zeeuw, 2016); whereas, rural areas in Georgia have
experienced a population decrease, losing 4% of the total population between 2010-2020
(Tanner, 2021; Fennessy & Mador, 2021). In 2019, the poverty rate for rural areas in Georgia
was 19.4%, while the poverty rate for urban areas was closer to the national average at 12.4%
(USDA-ERS, 2021).

For this study, rurality was determined according to the guidelines published by the State
Office of Rural Health (2017). Figure 2 depicts a map of rural and urban counties in Georgia
according to the State Office of Rural Health (2017). Blue indicates rural, and white indicates

urban.

Georgia Rural Counties
Rural Hospital Organization Assistance Act of 2017

OSQRH,
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Figure 2. Map of Georgia’s Urban and Rural Counties
Geographic Region

The state of Georgia is home to five geographic regions: the Appalachian Plateau, the
Blue Ridge Mountains, Ridge and Valley, Piedmont, and the Coastal Plain (Usery, 2018).
Located in the northwest corner of Georgia, the Appalachian Plateau is the smallest geographic
region (Chowns, 2018a). Characterized by sandstone bluffs, this region possesses abundant soil
and limestone deposits (Chowns, 2018a). The primary industries of this region include tourism
and forestry (Dewolf, n.d.).

Neighboring the Appalachian Plateau is the Ridge and Valley region of Georgia. This
region is characterized by long ridges separated by fertile valleys (Chowns, 2018b). Textiles and
carpet manufacturing serve as the primary drivers of economic production in this region
(Chowns, 2018b). Agricultural production occurs in the valleys and major outputs include corn,
soybeans, wheat, cotton, and timber (Dewolf, n.d.). Finally, the region serves as a major
transportation corridor to Tennessee and Alabama (Chowns, 2018b).

The Blue Ridge Mountain region is in the northeast corner of Georgia and is home to the
southernmost portion of the Appalachian Mountain range (Seabrook, 2020). This region is rich
in biological diversity (Seabrook, 2020) and is home to many of Georgia’s premiere natural
attractions (e.g., Blood Mountain, Brasstown Bald, Tallulah Gorge). The economy of this region
is supported by tourism, mining, timber harvesting, and agriculture (Dewolf, n.d.).

Below the Ridge and Valley and Blue Ridge Mountain regions lies the Piedmont. This
region comprises 30% of the state’s surface area and is characterized by gently, rolling hills,
major rivers, and red clay (Dewolf, n.d.; Golley, 2017). Additionally, the majority of urban

counties are located within the Piedmont region, including the metro areas of Atlanta, Augusta,
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Athens, Columbus, and Macon (Dewolf, n.d.). Beef and poultry processing, carpet milling, and
aircraft and automobile manufacturing are a few of the dominant industries (DeWolf, n.d.).

The Coastal Plain is the largest geographic region in Georgia, accounting for 60% of the
state’s surface area (Frazier, 2019). This region is subdivided into the Upper Coastal Plain and
the Lower Coastal Plain (Usery, 2018). The Upper Coastal Plain covers central and southwestern
Georgia and is the center of the state’s agricultural industry (Usery, 2018). Additionally, this
region is home to many endangered species, including the gopher tortoise, longleaf pine, and
wiregrass (Kirkman, 2020).

The Lower Coastal Plain is located across southeast Georgia and contains the coastal
region and barrier islands (Usery, 2018). Prominent economic industries within this subregion
include the pulp and paper industry, commercial fishing, seafood production, and tourism
(Dewolf, n.d.; Seabrook, 2018). The cities of Savannah and Brunswick are home to international
shipping ports and connect Georgia’s economy to the global market (Dewolf, n.d.; Seabrook,
2018). Barrier islands off the coast provide recreation and tourism opportunities and perform
important ecological services, such as protecting mainland Georgia from hurricanes (Dewolf,
n.d.; Seabrook, 2018).

For this study, geographic region was determined according to county classification by
the Georgia DNR (n.d.). For the purposes of this study, the Appalachian Plateau was combined
with the Ridge and Valley region to form a singular Ridge and Valley region. Figure 3 below
depicts a map showing Georgia’s five geographic regions according to guidelines from the
Georgia DNR. Yellow indicates counties in the Ridge and Valley region. Red indicates counties

in the Blue Ridge Mountain region. Green indicates counties in the Piedmont region. Orange
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indicates counties in the Upper Coastal Plain, and blue indicates counties in the Lower Coastal

Plain.

[ RIDGE & VALLEY
B BLUE RIDGE MOUNTAINS
I PIEDMONT

E UPPER COASTAL PLAIN
B LOWER COASTAL PLAIN

Figure 3. Georgia DNR Geographic Regions by County

Extension Region

Extension’s county delivery system in Georgia is administratively organized into four
geographical regions across the state: 1) Northeast, 2) Northwest, 3) Southeast, and 4) Southwest
(UGA Extension, n.d.). The Northeast region is comprised of individuals living in the Ridge and
Valley, Blue Ridge Mountains, and Piedmont regions (UGA Extension, n.d.). The Northwest
district serves communities across the Appalachian Plateau, Ridge and Valley, and Piedmont
regions (UGA Extension, n.d.). The Southwest region is located in the Upper Coastal Plain
(UGA Extension, n.d.). The Southeast region contains the Lower Coastal Plains and portions of
the Upper Coastal Plain (UGA Extension, n.d.). The majority of urban counties in Georgia are
located in the Northeast and Northwest districts, with the exception of Lowndes County and the
urban counties of coastal Georgia (UGA Extension, n.d.). The Southeast and Southwest districts

consist primarily of rural counties (UGA Extension, n.d.).
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Extension region was determined according to classification from UGA Extension (n.d.).
Figure 4 depicts a map from UGA Extension, illustrating the four Extension districts and

corresponding counties.

Figure 4. Extension Districts in Georgia
Purpose and Research Objectives
The purpose of this study was to determine if there are significant differences in
perceptions of critical community issues based on rurality, geographic regions, and Extension
districts. The study was motivated by the following research objectives:
1. Describe critical community issues based on geographic region/grouping
2. Determine whether rurality was significantly associated with perception of critical
community issues.
3. Determine whether geographic region was significantly associated with perception of
critical community issues.
4. Determine whether Extension district was significantly associated with perception of

critical community issues.
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Methods

A quantitative research design was employed. The population of interest was residents in
the state of Georgia. A sampling frame was developed using a non-probability sampling
approached designed by an online survey company as recommended within the literature (see
Lamm & Lamm, 2019). Criteria for respondent inclusion were established based on
corresponding data from the U.S. Census for each of the counties included in the study.
Additionally, it is important to note that the data used within the present study were collected as
part of a larger research study. We make these disclosures based on recommendations for clarity
within the literature (see Kirkman & Chen, 2011).

Data were collected using an online questionnaire with attention filters. The instrument
utilized in this study incorporated a community capitals framework-based scale which was
developed to analyze perceptions of community capital stock at the county level. In addition to
the perceptions of community capital stock, respondents were presented with a series of five
questions to determine their perception of whether the issue presented in each question was
relevant to their community. The five issues that were presented within this survey were
informed by the themes generated during Article 1; however, the wording has been modified to
align with the scope of the larger research study. The five issues were: 1) Agriculture and
Economic Development, 2) Youth and Family Development, 3) Water, 4) Nutrition Education
and Food Availability, and 5) Civic Engagement and Community Leadership. Respondents
indicated their perception using a dichotomous scale with possible answer choices Yes or No.

Respondents self-reported demographic information, as well as their county of residence.
The county of residence was used to determine rurality, geographic region, and extension region.

A total of 3,374 respondents completed the online questionnaire. Respondents represented 152 of
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the 159 counties in Georgia. The number of responses per county ranged from 1 to 308. Non-
response bias was mitigated through the non-probability sampling procedure. To accomplish
research objective one, absolute frequency counts and associated percentages were computed. To
accomplish research objective two, a series of Chi-Square Test of Independence were used to
examine the relationships between critical issue response and demographic characteristics. A
significance level of @ = .05 was determined a priori.
Results
At the state-level, the issue with the highest percentage of Yes responses was Youth and

Family Development. The issue with the lowest percentage of Yes responses — at the state level —
was Water. Absolute frequency counts and associated percentages for the state-level data are

displayed in Table 4.

Table 4
Absolute Frequency Counts for Critical Community Issues
Issue Yes No N

f % f %
Youth and Family Development 1699  50.4% 1675  49.6% 3374
Civic Engagement and Community 1572 46.6% 1802 53.4% 3374
Leadership

Agricultural and Economic Development 1152 34.1% 2222 65.9% 3374
Nutrition Education and Food Availability 852 25.3% 2522 74.7% 3374
Water 430 12.7% 2944  87.3% 3374

Inferential Analysis

A statistically significant relationship was observed between Youth and Family
Development and rurality. A majority of residents in rural areas agreed that Youth and Family
Development was a critical issue facing their community. Additionally, there was a significant
relationship found between Youth and Family Development and geographic region. Residents in
the Lower Coastal Plain region had the highest percentage of agreement that this was a critical

issue facing their communities. Additionally, the majority of residents in the Blue Ridge region
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and Upper Coastal Plain regions agreed that this was a critical issue. Finally, there was a
significant relationship between Youth and Family Development and extension region. Residents
in the southwest region had the highest percentage of agreement that this was a critical issue in
their communities. Furthermore, the majority of residents in the Northeast and Southeast districts
agreed that Youth and Family Development was a critical issue facing their communities. The

effect size for each relationship was small (Cohen, 1988). The results are presented in Table 5.

Table 5

Critical Community Issues based on Geographic Groupings - Youth and Family Development

Characteristic Yes No N x? )
f % f %

Rurality 13.651*** .06

Rural 396 56.6% 304 434% 700

Urban 1303 48.7% 1371 51.3% 2674

Geographic Region 34.330*** .10

Blue Ridge 19 55.9% 15  44.1% 34

Ridge and Valley 93  48.9% 97 51.1% 190

Piedmont 1102 47.2% 1233 52.8% 2335

Upper Coastal Plain 247 585% 175 415% 422

Lower Coastal Plain 192 60.6% 125 394% 317

Extension Region 33.408*** .10

Northeast 324 539% 277 46.1% 601

Northwest 1021 47.0% 1153 53.0% 2174

Southeast 178 56.3% 138 43.7% 316

Southwest 176 62.2% 107 37.8% 283

Note. * p < .05, ** p <.01, *** p < .001
Regarding Civic Engagement and Community Leadership, there was a significant
relationship with geographic region. Residents in the Upper Coastal Plain had the highest
percentage of agreement that this was a critical issue in their community. The effect size of this
relationship was small (Cohen, 1988). There was no significant relationship found between Civic
Engagement and Community Leadership and rurality. Additionally, there was no significant
relationship observed between Civic Engagement and Community Leadership and extension

region. The results are presented in Table 6.
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Table 6

Critical Community Issues based on Geographic Groupings - Civic Engagement and

Community Leadership

Characteristic Yes No N x? )
f % f %

Rurality 0.369 .01
Rural 319 456% 381 54.4% 700

Urban 1253 46.9% 1421 53.1% 2674

Geographic Region 11.580* .06
Blue Ridge 14 41.2% 20 58.8% 34

Ridge and Valley 75 395% 115 60.5% 190

Piedmont 1107 47.4% 1228 52.6% 2335

Upper Coastal Plain 212 50.2% 210 49.8% 422

Lower Coastal Plain 129 40.7% 188 59.3% 317

Extension Region 5.423 .04
Northeast 262 43.6% 339 56.4% 601

Northwest 1045 48.1% 1129 51.9% 2174

Southeast 139 440% 177 56.0% 316

Southwest 126 445% 157 555% 283

Note. * p <.05, ** p <.01, *** p <.001

Regarding Agriculture and Economic Development, there were significant relationships

with rurality, geographic region, and extension region. When degrees of freedom were accounted

for, the effect size of each relationship was small (Cohen, 1988). Rural residents had a higher

percentage of agreement that Agricultural and Economic Development was a critical issue within

their community than urban residents. However, the majority of residents in both rural and urban

areas did not feel that this was a critical issue facing their community. Within geographic region,

the Blue Ridge region had the largest percentage of residents who agreed that Agriculture and

Economic Development was a critical issue facing their community. The results are displayed in

Table 7.

Table 7

Critical Community Issues based on Geographic Groupings - Agriculture and Economic

Development

Characteristic Yes No N x? D
f % f %

Rurality 42.715*%** 11

Rural 312 44.6% 388 554% 700
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Urban 840 31.4% 1834 68.6% 2674

Geographic Region 39.058*** 11
Blue Ridge 22 64.7% 12 35.3% 34

Ridge and Valley 77 405% 113 59.5% 190

Piedmont 737 316% 1598 68.4% 2335

Upper Coastal Plain 180 42.7% 242 57.3% 422

Lower Coastal Plain 100 315% 217 685% 317

Extension Region 13.428** .06
Northeast 237 394% 364 60.6% 601

Northwest 696 32.0% 1478 68.0% 2174

Southeast 115 36.4% 201 63.6% 316

Southwest 104 36.7% 179 63.3% 283

Note. * p < .05, ** p <.01, *** p < .001

Concerning Nutrition Education and Food Availability, there was a significant

relationship with rurality. Rural residents had a higher percentage of agreement that this was a

critical issue facing their community than urban residents. However, the majority of residents in
both rural and urban communities agreed that Nutrition Education and Food Availability was not
a critical issue. Additionally, there was a significant relationship between Nutrition Education
and Food Availability and geographic region. Residents in the Upper Coastal Plain had the
highest level of agreement that this is a critical issue facing their community. Finally, there was a
significant relationship between Nutrition Education and Food Availability and extension region.
Residents in the southwest region had the highest percentage of agreement that this was a critical
issue; however, the majority of residents in every extension region agreed that this was not a
critical issue. The effect sizes for these relationships were small (Cohen, 1988). The results are
presented in Table 8.

Table 8

Critical Community Issues based on Geographic Groupings - Nutrition Education and Food
Availability

Characteristic Yes No N x? P
f % f %

Rurality 7.084** .05

Rural 204 291% 496 70.9% 700

Urban 648 242% 2026 75.8% 2674
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Geographic Region
Blue Ridge

Ridge and Valley
Piedmont

Upper Coastal Plain
Lower Coastal Plain
Extension Region
Northeast
Northwest
Southeast
Southwest

10
39
545
154
83

180
490
94
88

29.4%
20.5%
23.3%
36.5%
26.2%

30.0%
22.5%
29.7%
31.1%

24
151
1790
268
234

421
1684
222
195

70.6%
79.5%
76.7%
63.5%
73.8%

70.0%
77.5%
70.3%
68.9%

35.521*** 10
34
190
2335
422
317
24.006*** .08
601
2174
316
283

Note. * p <.05, ** p <.01, *** p <.001

Regarding Water, there was a significant relationship with rurality. The effect size of this

relationship was small (Cohen, 1988). Rural residents had a higher percentage of agreement that

water was a critical issue facing their communities than urban residents; however, the majority of

residents in both rural and urban areas agreed that this was not a critical issue. No significant

relationships were found between water and geographic region or water and extension region.

The majority of residents across all geographic and extension regions agreed that water was not a

critical issue facing their communities. The results are presented in Table 9.

Table 9

Critical Community Issues Based on Geographic Groupings - Water

Characteristic Yes No N x? )
f % f %

Rurality 7.005** .05
Rural 110 157% 590 84.3% 700

Urban 320 12.0% 2354 88.0% 2674

Geographic Region 8.948 .05
Blue Ridge 4 11.8% 30 88.2% 34

Ridge and Valley 16 8.4% 174  91.6% 190

Piedmont 291 125% 2044 87.5% 2335

Upper Coastal Plain 58 13.7% 364 86.3% 422

Lower Coastal Plain 54 17.0% 263 83.0% 317

Extension Region 4.407 .04
Northeast 77 128% 524 87.2% 601

Northwest 262 12.1% 1912 87.9% 2174

Southeast 50 158% 266 84.2% 316

Southwest 41  145% 242 855% 283
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Note. * p < .05, ** p <.01, *** p <.001
To summarize the results presented above, a comprehensive summary matrix was
developed (see Table 10). The percentage of Yes responses associated with each critical

community issue are reported by geographic grouping.

Table 10
Summary Matrix
Issue
Youth and Civic Agricultural Nutrition Water
Characteristic Family Engagement and Education
Development and Economic and

Community  Development  Availability
Development

Rurality

Rural 56.6% 45.6% 44.6% 29.1% 15.7%
Urban 48.7% 46.9% 31.4% 24.2% 12.0%
Geographic

Region

Blue Ridge 55.9% 41.2% 64.7% 29.4% 11.8%
Ridge and 48.9% 39.5% 40.5% 20.5% 8.4%
Valley

Piedmont 47.2% 47.4% 31.6% 23.3% 12.5%
Upper Coastal 58.5% 50.2% 42.7% 36.5% 13.7%
Plain

Lower Coastal 60.6% 40.7% 31.5% 26.2% 17.0%
Plain

Extension

Region

Northeast 53.9% 43.6% 39.4% 30.0% 12.8%
Northwest 47.0% 48.1% 32.0% 22.5% 12.1%
Southeast 56.3% 44.0% 36.4% 29.7% 15.8%
Southwest 62.2% 44.5% 36.7% 31.1% 14.5%

Conclusions, Recommendations, and Limitations
At a composite level, Youth and Family Development received the highest percentage
(50.4%) of individuals who agreed that this was a critical issue facing their communities. Civic

Engagement and Community Development received the second highest percentage of agreement
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(40.6%), followed by Agriculture and Economic Development (34.1%), Nutrition Education and
Food Availability (25.3%), and Water (12.7%).
Youth and Family Development

The majority of individuals (56.6%) living in rural counties regarded Youth and Family
Development as a critical community issue. Additionally, a majority of residents in the Upper
Coastal Plain (60.6%), Lower Coastal Plain (58.5%), and the Blue Ridge (55.9%) believed that
Youth and Family Development was a critical community issue. Furthermore, a majority of
individuals living in the Southwest (66.2%), Southeast (56.3%), and Northeast (53.9%)
Extension districts felt that Youth and Family Development was a critical community issue.
Figure 5 displays the distributions of perception of Youth and Family Development as a critical

community issue across rurality, geographic regions, and Extension districts.

Rural/Urban Geographic Region Extension District

Figure 5. Distributions — Youth and Family Development

According to the Distressed Communities Index, almost every county within the Blue
Ridge and Coastal Plain geographic regions is classified as distressed, at-risk, or mid-tier
(Economic Innovation Group, n.d.). The majority of distressed and at-risk counties in Georgia

are located within the Upper and Lower Coastal Plains (Economic Innovation Group, n.d.).
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These counties are characterized by increased poverty, increased rates of adults not working and
adults without a high school diploma, and low median household incomes (Economic Innovation
Group, n.d.). UGA Extension already provides many programs related to youth and family
development, including 4-H, training on healthy relationships, teen and child development, and
quality childcare and education (UGA FCS, n.d.). While these programs are already in place, the
results of the current study and previous research (see Powell & Lamm, In preparation)
underscore the importance of continuing these programs. An associated recommendation would
be to increase visibility of available programs and resources, particularly within rural areas of the
Coastal Plain and Blue Ridge Mountains. Additionally, we recommend that Extension agents
within these geographic regions collaborate with community members to determine whether
existing programs should be modified to meet stakeholder needs (Elmore et al., 2019).
Civic Engagement and Community Development

For rural and urban areas, a majority of residents did not regard Civic Engagement and
Community Development as a critical community issue. Similarly, across almost all geographic
regions, the majority of residents did not regard Civic Engagement and Community
Development as a critical community issue. However, a slight majority of residents in the Upper
Coastal Plain (50.2%) believed that it was a critical community issue. Additionally, the majority
of residents across all Extension districts did not believe that Civic Engagement and Community
Development was a critical community issue. Figure 6 displays the distributions of perception of
Civic Engagement and Community Development as a critical community issue across rurality,

geographic regions, and Extension districts.
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Rural/Urban Geographic Region Extension District

Figure 6. Distributions — Civic Engagement and Community Development

Specifically, there are moderate to high levels of perception of Civic Engagement and
Community Development as a critical community issue among the Ridge and Valley, Piedmont,
and Upper Coastal Plain regions. Within the Upper Coastal Plain and Ridge and Valley regions,
a majority of counties are classified as distressed, with higher levels of poverty, housing
vacancy, and unemployment (Economic Innovation Group, n.d.). There are many small towns
across these regions, dependent on agriculture and manufacturing (Southwest Georgia Regional
Commission, 2019; Middle Georgia Regional Commission, 2016). Additionally, among the
Piedmont regions, the counties that had higher perceptions of Civic Engagement and Community
Development as a critical community issue were primarily rural counties. Odeyemi and Skobba
(2021) posit that small towns are typically rich in social capital but lack the administrative
capacity or human resources to possess strong stakeholder-led governance models.

To increase civic engagement and contribute to meaningful community development,
communities require significant human and social capital (Skobba & Tinsley, 2016; Etuk et al.,
2013). The Cooperative Extension Service has four categories related to programming outreach,

including Agriculture and Natural Resources, 4-H Youth Development, Family and Consumer
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Sciences, and Community Development (Raison, 2014). However, within Georgia, the Extension
system does not have personnel specifically assigned to offer programs and outreach related to
Community Development (UGA Extension, 2021a). Although UGA Extension does offer
programming and outreach related to civic engagement and community development (see
Healey, 2021), there are no Community Development personnel within UGA Extension. A
primary recommendation would be for Extension personnel to perform a needs assessment to
determine the specific needs of clientele related to Civic Engagement and Community
Development. Additionally, a further recommendation would be to include Community
Development as a programming domain within UGA Extension and create county agent and
program development coordinator positions within this domain.
Agriculture and Economic Development

A majority of residents in both rural (55.4%) and urban (68.6%) counties did not regard
Agriculture and Economic Development as a critical community issue. Across all Extension
districts, the majority of residents did not regard this as a critical community issue. Additionally,
a majority of residents across almost all geographic regions did not regard Agriculture and
Economic Development as a critical community issue. The exception was the Blue Ridge region,
where 64.7% of residents felt that this was a critical issue facing their communities. Figure 7
displays the distributions of perception of Agriculture and Economic Development as a critical

community issue across rurality, geographic regions, and Extension districts.
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Rural/Urban Geographic Region Extension District

Figure 7. Distributions — Agriculture and Economic Development

Recent data from the U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis indicates that every county in
the Blue Ridge region, except for Union County, reported a decrease in gross domestic product
from 2019-2020 (Bureau of Economic Analysis, 2021). The primary industries in this region
include retail trade, manufacturing, hospitality, health care and social services, and private-sector
companies (Georgia Labor Market Explorer, 2021). On average, individuals in the Blue Ridge
region earn $680-827 per week (Georgia Labor Market Explorer, 2021). While Georgia’s
unemployment rate has dropped in 2021 (Georgia DOL, 2021), much of the economic growth
has been disproportionately concentrated in Atlanta and its suburbs (Coe et al., 2019).
Individuals living outside the metro Atlanta area, particularly in rural parts of Northeast, are
disconnected from available job opportunities (Coe et al., 2019; Wingfield, 2017).

An associated recommendation would be for Extension personnel to increase awareness
of career preparation programming. Investing in human capital and reskilling workers with skills
related to employer demands may contribute to increased economic development within this
region (Coe et al., 2019). Furthermore, the Blue Ridge region is rich in natural capital stock

(Seabrook, 2020). We recommend that Extension personnel leverage these resources and
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collaborate with local stakeholders to develop an asset-based economic development plan for the
region (Read, 2012). This economic development approach may contribute to long-term,
sustained economic growth, job creation, and strengthening of regional networks (Read, 2012).
Nutrition Education and Food Availability

The majority of residents in rural and urban counties did not regard Nutrition Education
and Food Availability as a critical community issue. Likewise, the majority of residents across
all geographic regions did not regard this as a critical community issue. Moreover, across all
Extension districts, the majority of residents did not perceive Nutrition Education and Food
Availability as a critical issue facing their communities. Figure 8 displays the distributions of
perception of Nutrition Education and Food Availability as a critical community issue across

rurality, geographic regions, and Extension districts.

Rural/Urban Geographic Region Extension District

Figure 8. Distributions — Nutrition Education and Food Availability

These results are surprising given Georgia’s recent nutrition, physical activity, and
obesity profile (see Center for Disease Control, 2016). Among Georgia adults, 65.7% are
considered overweight or obese (Center for Disease Control, 2016). Additionally, 43.2% of

adults report consuming less than one serving of fruit per day, while 23.7% report consuming
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less than one serving of vegetables per day (Center for Disease Control, 2016). Only half of
Georgia adults (50.8%) are achieving the recommended 150 minutes of moderate intensity
physical activity per week (Center for Disease Control, 2016). Among adolescents in Georgia,
29.8% are considered overweight or obese (Center for Disease Control, 2016). Additionally,
43.1% of adolescents report consuming less than one serving of fruit per day, and 45.2% of
adolescents report consuming less than one serving of vegetables per day (Center for Disease
Control, 2016). Less than one-quarter of adolescents report being physically active for at least 60
minutes per day on all seven days in the past week (Center for Disease Control, 2016).

Thus, it is clear there is a disconnect between the perception of nutrition education as a
critical issue and the actual reality of this issue. Nutrition education and physical activity are a
significant public health issue among Georgia residents (Georgia DPH, 2017). Therefore, an
associated recommendation for Extension personnel would be to examine why clients do not
consider nutrition education to be a critical community issue. The results of this assessment may
be used to increase effectiveness of nutrition education programs offered by UGA Extension,
e.g., Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program Education (Stotz et al., 2019), Expanded Food
and Nutrition Education Program (Cox et al., 2020).

In terms of adolescent nutrition education, UGA Extension offers the Eat Healthy, Be
Active program, which teaches nutrition and physical activity concepts to early childhood ages
(UGA Extension, 2021b). Additionally, UGA Extension provides school garden-based
curriculum that align nutrition education with education standards for K-8 students (UGA
Extension, 2021c). We recommend Extension personnel conduct a program evaluation of these
two programs to determine the effectiveness of improving adolescent nutrition and dietary

behaviors. The results of this assessment may aid Extension agents in determining whether
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adolescents make unhealthy dietary choices because they lack nutritional knowledge or because
they do not have access to fresh, nutrient-dense foods. Additionally, complementing these
programs with tours to local farms and information on local food banks may bridge the gap
between learning about nutrition and implementing healthy dietary behaviors.
Water

The majority of residents in rural and urban counties did not perceive Water to be a
critical community issue. Additionally, across all geographic regions, the majority of residents
did not regard Water as a critical issue facing their communities. Furthermore, the majority of
residents across all Extension districts did not believe that Water was a critical community issue.
Figure 9 displays the distributions of perception of Waters as a critical community issue across

rurality, geographic regions, and Extension districts.

Rural/Urban Geographic Region Extension District

Figure 9. Distributions — Water

These results contradict previous research conducted by Evans et al. (2011). Forty
percent of respondents reported a low likelihood that their local water supply would be able to
meet all water resource needs in tens years (Evans et al., 2011). Additionally, 35% of

respondents had a positive perception of groundwater quality in Georgia, while only 27% of
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respondents had a positive perception of surface water quality (Evans et al., 2011). The two
principal water supplies for Georgia are groundwater, e.g., the Floridian aquifer (EPA, 2013),
and surface water, e.g., Lake Lanier (Elliott, 2020). Furthermore, recent reports from Elliott
(2020) and Gaffney (2019) indicate that water use and supply quantity are becoming significant
issues for Georgia and their neighboring states.

Following a severe drought from 2007-2008, UGA Extension launched a water
conservation program, which features education on indoor water conservation through Every
Drop Counts and outdoor water conservation through WaterSmart (Risse et al., 2009).
Additionally, the youth development of UGA Extension created a Drought in Georgia
curriculum for use in formal education settings and 4-H programming (Risse et al., 2009).
Furthermore, in 2010 the Environmental Protection Division of Georgia’s Department of Natural
Resources released a report on best management practices for water use related to agricultural
irrigation, golf courses and landscaping, industrial and commercial facilities, and domestic
operations (Barnes & Keyes, 2010). Therefore, individuals may not perceive Water as a critical
community issue because water conservation programs have been a focus of UGA Extension and
the Georgia state government over the past 14 years.

Although respondents in this study did not perceive Water as a critical community issue,
it is important to continue raising awareness about the work UGA Extension has done to increase
water conservation practices within Georgia. Additionally, it is important for Georgia residents
to be aware of how their water use affects water supplies for residents in Alabama and Florida.
The headwaters of two major river basins (the Apalachicola-Chattahoochee-Flint and Alabama-
Coosa-Tallapoosa) are located in Georgia (Atlanta Regional Commission, 2021). Although the

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers has implemented a plan to ensure that water use in Georgia does
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not limit water supplies in Florida and Alabama (Atlanta Regional Commission, 2021), we
recommend that Extension personnel highlight the interrelations between our water supplies. It
may be the case that these conversations are already happening; however, the results of this study
demonstrate that continuing these efforts is warranted.
Limitations and Recommendations

There are several limitations associated with the study design that must be addressed.
First, the data was collected using a non-probability sampling procedure and distributed via an
online survey platform. Therefore, the resulting sample may not necessarily be representative of
the entire population of the state of Georgia. For example, the online nature of the survey limited
the respondent pool to those who had access to internet-based applications. Additionally, the
variable of interest was binary, which limited the resulting analysis. A continuous variable of
interest may provide more analytical power. Therefore, we recommend that future research focus
on examining audience segmentation of Extension clientele using a continuous variable of
interest. Finally, the data collected are representative of a single point in time. Since the data
collection occurred prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the needs of Extension clientele may have
changed and the applicability of the results in the present study may be limited.
Implications

A significant implication of this study is the initial development of a decision support tool
that gives Extension practitioners insight into critical issues as deemed by local clientele. The
results of the present study will aid Extension professionals in developing programming and
focusing resource use to meet the needs of the communities they support. For example,
Extension agents serving rural areas of the Upper Coastal Plain may want to focus programming

and resources toward addressing issues related to Youth and Family Development or Civic
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Engagement and Community Development. While the results of the present study provide a
starting point for program development, a practical recommendation would be for Extension
personnel to work collaboratively with local clientele and stakeholders to determine the best
solutions to address issues within these larger content areas.

Furthermore, the results of this study may be used to guide meetings between all
personnel within an Extension district. For example, the Northwest District serves a unique
combination of individuals within Atlanta, metro Atlanta, and rural areas within Northeast
Georgia. Additionally, the District covers the Piedmont and Ridge and Valley geographic
regions. Communities across the Northwest District may have different needs depending on their
rurality condition or geographic region. Therefore, a practical recommendation would be to form
coalitions across Extension districts to better serve communities that fall into the same subgroups
based on rurality or geographic regions. For example, Extension personnel serving communities
in the Ridge and Valley region of the Northeast district may benefit from meeting periodically
with Extension personnel serving communities in the Blue Ridge region of the Northwest
district. It may be the case that these meetings and coalitions are already taking place, but the
results of the present study underscore the importance of continuing such relations.

Overall, the present study provides a preliminary set of recommendations for program
development and resource allocation within UGA Extension. We encourage Extension personnel
to use these results as a starting point for continuing needs assessments and engaging
collaboratively with the communities they serve. In doing so, we believe that UGA Extension
can contribute to increased resilience of communities and help Georgia residents thrive

throughout the next century of Cooperative Extension.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSIONS
Introduction
As the Cooperative Extension Service in Georgia progresses in its second century of
operation, it is imperative to reevaluate how stakeholder needs have been affected by the events
and global trends of the 21% century. The contemporary Extension service has expanded to serve
a more diverse population than the rural, agrarian-based communities of the early 20" century.
To ensure the continued provision of relevant information and desired programming, it is
important for Extension personnel within Georgia to evaluate the critical needs of the
communities they serve. The intent of this study was to identify critical needs of Georgia
residents and determine how perceptions of these issues varied across different populations in the
state. This chapter is structured into five sections. Sections one and two address research articles
one and two, respectively. Section three discusses the implications of this research. Section four
addresses the limitations associated with this research and the study designs employed in the two
research articles. Section five provides recommendations for practice and future research
regarding effective program development within the Cooperative Extension Service.
Article One: Critical Issues Facing Georgians
The purpose of research article one was to identify critical issues facing Georgia
communities according to the perceptions of an expert panel comprised of UGA Extension
leadership. In total, 21 critical community issues were identified and coalesced into five major

themes: 1) Investment in Youth and Adults; 2) Resource Access and Availability; 3) Agricultural
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and Rural Economic Development; 4) Agriculture and Food Safety Information; and 5) Social
and Personal Economic Concerns. Every community can be enhanced through their available
capital assets or hindered through lack of such assets (Emery & Flora, 2006). Utilizing the
community capitals framework provides a more nuanced perspective of how capital assets can
contribute to macro-level outcomes (Borron et al., 2019). Each of the identified critical issue
themes corresponded to at least one community capital, but often numerous capitals overlapped
within these themes.

Oftentimes, community development issues are not the result of a singular root cause
(Morgan, 2005). Furthermore, there is generally no one “right” solution to these issues (Morgan,
2005). To effectively approach critical community issues, it is important to examine the
underlying factors and associated outcomes through a systems-thinking approach (Atiles, 2019;
Morgan, 2005). The community capitals framework is a complex web of interrelated connections
that contribute to multiple outcomes. Therefore, it is important to understand how existing
capital assets intersect and how such interactions are formed. Knowledge of these interactions
may enable Extension practitioners to address the resulting issues with greater efficiency.

While examining the interactions between multiple community capitals is important,
analyzing these capitals separately provides useful insights into “how each is associated with
community assets and liabilities” (Borron et al., 2020, p.45). Analysis at the individual level may
provide Extension personnel with entry points to engage with community members. In doing so,
community development strategies can shift from the traditional “outside-in” approach to an
“inside-out” one (Borron et al., 2019). Approaching community development from an “inside-

out” approach ensures that perspective of community members is placed at the forefront of these
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discussions (Borron et al., 2019). Therefore, resulting solutions may be more effective because
the needs and desires of local residents are prioritized (Borron et al., 2019).
Article Two: Examining the Relationship Between Geographic Groupings and Perception
of Critical Community Issues

The purpose of research article two was to determine how perception of critical
community issues differed by geographic segmentation (i.e., rural/urban counties, geographic
region, Extension district). The results of the study indicate that Youth and Family Development
received the highest percentage of perception as a critical community issue. To further explore
differences in perception based on geographic grouping, data visualizations were created
showing how each issue was perceived according to rural/urban condition, geographic region,
and Extension district. Dark red indicates a higher perception of a critical community issue,
while light red indicates a low perception. The following five sections summarize the findings
associated with the data visualizations generated for each critical community issue.
Youth and Family Development

This issue had a high perception of being a critical community issue in communities
across the state. Perception of Youth and Family Development as a critical community issue was
higher within rural counties. However, there is a notable exception. Urban counties located in
Northwest Georgia (e.g., Whitfield, Gordon, Floyd, and Bartow) also had a high perception of
Youth and Family Development as a critical community issue. Figure 10 below depicts the

distribution of perception across rurality.
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Figure 10. Rurality — YoutH andblzamify ‘De\ilJe'Igpme'ht |
Note. a — Urban; b - Urban

Looking at the distribution of perception according to geographic region indicates that
there is a high perception of Youth and Family Development as a critical community issue
within the Blue Ridge Mountain, Ridge and Valley, and Lower Coastal Plain regions.
Additionally, there are individual counties within the Piedmont and Upper Coastal Plain that

reported high perception of Youth and Family Development as a critical community issue.

Figure 11 below depicts the distribution of perception across geographic region.

78



A X oo o
£ & A 4 !
| I A e \ Sl
A L e | A A
\ ) { \ \
\ e \ '\\,
\\ Sy | ) "\I = R
| A \‘ K LA
\ — Y, %
\ X 5
\ fise i TG X
—
\
B N

=
o
i | |
d) S N1 \.‘{‘-‘f\} 5 e) = T ‘ )
Figure 11. Geographic Region — Youth and Family Development
Coastal Plain

Note. a — Ridge and Valley; b — Blue Ridge; ¢ — Piedmont; d — Upper Coastal Plain; e — Lower

Across Extension districts, there was a high perception of Youth and Family

Development as a critical community issue within the Northwest, Northeast, and Southeast
districts. Figure 12 below depicts this distribution below.
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Figure 12. Extension District — Youth and Family Development
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Note. a — Northwest; b — Northeast; ¢ — Southeast; d — Southwest

Overall, there was a high perception of Youth and Family Development as a critical
community issue across the state. The highest perceptions were concentrated within rural
counties in the Blue Ridge Mountain, Upper Coastal Plain, and Lower Coastal Plain regions, as
well as within urban counties in the Ridge and Valley region. According to the 2020 Census,
children and adolescents make up 24% of Georgia’s total population (U.S. Census Bureau,
2021). During the 2020-2021 school year, approximately 84% of Georgia youth graduated from
high school, representing a 14% increase since 2012 (Frick, 2021).

However, significant challenges facing Georgia youth exist. Overall, Georgia ranked 38"
in the nation for child and family well-being according to the 2021 Kids Count Data Book
(Georgia Family Connection Partnership, 2021). Recent educational advancements have slowed,
with proficiency in math and reading scores dropping from previous years (Georgia Family
Connection Partnership, 2021). Additionally, the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted the rate of
children living in poverty dramatically, with some counties reporting child poverty levels
exceeding 30% (Georgia Family Connection Partnership, 2021; Miller, 2021). Furthermore, 14%
of adults with children in their homes reported not having access to health insurance during the
COVID-19 pandemic (Georgia Family Connection Partnership, 2021). Advocates for Youth
(2016) reported that Georgia youth face higher rates of teen pregnancy, HIV diagnoses, and
sexually transmitted infections (STIs) than the national average. Children of color represent 56%
of Georgia’s youth population, yet they experience disproportionate higher levels of adverse
health outcomes than their white counterparts (Georgia Family Connection Partnership, 2021;

Advocates for Youth, 2016). Furthermore, rural Georgians have limited access to healthcare,

80



particularly prenatal care, and these trends are much more severe for mothers and children of
color (Georgia Family Connection Partnership, 2021).

It is evident that there is a serious need for increased investment in Youth and Family
Development programs within Georgia. While Extension services within Georgia offer programs
to address Youth and Family Development issues, the results of this study indicate that the
current availability of programs may not be sufficient to meet the needs of the population.
Therefore, we recommend conducting a needs assessment among counties with the highest
perception levels to determine areas of need related to Youth and Family Development. The
results of this assessment may be useful in informing the development of new programming or
inform how to increase awareness and knowledge of existing programs.

Civic Engagement and Community Development

At the composite level, this issue received the second highest percentage of individuals
who perceived it as a critical issue facing their communities. Overall, Civic Engagement and
Community Development had the highest percentage of perception as a critical community issue
within rural counties. However, it is important to note that some urban counties, such as those
clustered within the metro Atlanta region, also reported a high perception of Civic Engagement
and Community Development as a critical community issue. Figure 7 depicts the distribution of

perception across rural/urban classification.
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Figure 13. Rurality — CIVIC Engagement & Communlty Development
Note. a — Rural; b — Urban

Looking at geographic regions, there is a higher perception of Civic Engagement and

Community Development as a critical community issue within the Piedmont and Upper Coastal

Plain. Figure 14 shows the distribution across geographic regions.

Figure 14 Geographlc Region — Civic Engagement & Communlty Development
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Note. a — Ridge and Valley; b — Blue Ridge; ¢ — Piedmont; d — Upper Coastal Plain; e — Lower
Coastal Plain

When examining the distribution across Extension district borders, it is evident that there
is a high perception of Civic Engagement and Community Development as a critical community
issue within the Southwest, Northeast, and Northwest districts. Figure 15 shows the distribution

across Extension districts.

Id:)igure 15. Extension E)istrict — Civic Engagement & Community Development
Note. a — Northwest; b — Northeast; ¢ — Southeast; d — Southwest

Overall, the greatest perception of Civic Engagement and Community Development as a
critical community issue occurred within rural counties located in the Upper Coastal Plain and
Piedmont regions. These counties were located mostly within the Southwest and Northeast

Extension districts. Typically, rural communities possess a close social network between

residents (Odeyemi & Skobba, 2021). However, community members may need to be
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empowered before they can leverage existing social capital into collective action (Warren et al.,
2002). Additionally, rural towns may lack the administrative capacity or human capital necessary
to develop strong stakeholder-led governance models (Odeyemi & Skobba, 2021).

Therefore, we recommend that Extension personnel working in these counties contribute
to the development of social capital among community members by facilitating local and
regional commissions or coalitions. It may be the case that such efforts are already occurring in
these areas; however, the results of the present study indicate continued investment in
empowering local residents to collectively determine community development strategies.
Additionally, we recommend for the Extension system within Georgia to include Community
Development as a programming outreach domain (see Raison, 2014) and establish agent and
program development coordinator positions to specifically serve clients in this area. Currently,
UGA Extension does not include Community Development as a programming outreach domain,
which may be contributing to the disconnect between Extension personnel and addressing Civic
Engagement and Community Development concerns.

Agriculture and Economic Development
For Agriculture and Economic Development, there was a higher perception of this issue

as a critical community issue within rural counties. Figure 16 depicts this distribution below,

a) j . b) I SR
Figure 16. Rurality — Agriculture & Economic Development

84



Note. a — Rural; b — Urban

Across geographic regions, there is a higher perception of Agriculture and Economic
Development as a critical community issue within the Lower and Upper Coastal Plain regions.
Additionally, there is a higher perception of this issue as a critical community issue among

counties located in the southern portion of the Piedmont region. Figure 11 depicts this

distribution.
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Figure 17. Geographic Region — Agriculture & Economic Development

Note. a — Ridge and Valley; b — Blue Ridge; ¢ — Piedmont; d — Upper Coastal Plain; e — Lower
Coastal Plain

Finally, looking at Extension districts, there was a higher perception of Agriculture and
Economic Development as a critical community issue within the Northeast, Southwest, and

Southeast districts. Figure 18 depicts the distribution below.
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Id:)igure 18. Extension District — Agriculture & Economic Development
Note. a — Northwest; b — Northeast; ¢ — Southeast; d — Southwest

At a composite level, the highest perception of Agriculture and Economic Development
as a critical community issue occurs within rural counties located in the Piedmont, Upper Coastal
Plain, and Lower Coastal Plain regions. Primarily, economic growth has been concentrated
within Atlanta and the surrounding suburbs (Coe et al., 2019; Bluestone & de Zeeuw, 2014).
Economies outside of the metro Atlanta hub have suffered (Coe et al., 2019; Bluestone & de
Zeeuw, 2014). There are several factors contributing to this phenomenon, including decreased
accessibility to available jobs (Coe et al., 2019), mismatch between labor market needs and

workforce skills (Coe et al., 2019), and the continued impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic

(Ajilore, 2020).
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Additionally, rural economies within the Upper/Lower Coastal Plain and Piedmont
regions are primarily driven by agricultural production and manufacturing (Flatt, 2020; Coe et
al., 2019; Dewolf, n.d.). However, the manufacturing industry in Georgia has experienced
significant decline over the past 10 years, a trend which has been observed nationwide (Coe et
al., 2019). Furthermore, while the agricultural industry in Georgia contributes billions of dollars
to the state’s economy annually, less than 10% of the population works in this field (Flatt, 2020).
The majority of available job openings are for highly skilled positions in healthcare, computer
science, and mathematics (Coe et al., 2019). However, the available workforce in rural Georgia
consists primarily of low- and mid-skilled workers (Coe et al., 2019). An associated
recommendation would be for Extension agents to leverage existing career preparation programs
to retrain low- and mid-skilled workers with employer-demanded skills. Additionally, we
recommend that 4-H educators continue providing experiential learning opportunities that
nurture skills in highly demanded STEM disciplines.

Nutrition Education and Food Availability

For Nutrition Education and Food Availability, there was a higher perception of this issue

as a critical community issue within rural counties. Dougherty County, which is classified as

urban, is a notable exception. Figure 19 depicts this distribution below.
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Figure 19. Rurality — Nutrition Education & Food Availability
Note. a — Rural; b — Urban

Across geographic regions, there was a higher perception of Nutrition Education and
Food Availability within the Piedmont, Ridge and Valley, and Upper Coastal Plain regions.

Figure 20 depicts this distribution below.
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Figure 20. Geographic Region — Nutrition Education & Food Availability
Note. a — Ridge and Valley; b — Blue Ridge; ¢ — Piedmont; d — Upper Coastal Plain; e — Lower
Coastal Plain

Across Extension districts, there was a higher perception of Nutrition Education and
Food Availability as a critical community issue within the Northwest, Northeast, and Southwest

districts. Figure 21 depicts the distribution below.
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Id:)igure 21. Extension I:\);istrict — Nutrition Education & Food Availability
Note. a — Northwest; b — Northeast; ¢ — Southeast; d — Southwest

Overall, rural counties located within the Upper Coastal Plain and Piedmont regions
reported higher perception of Nutrition Education and Food Availability. These counties were
primarily located in the Southwest and Northeast Extension districts. In 2019, over 1.3 million
residents in Georgia were classified as food insecure (Georgia Food Bank Association, 2021).
Additionally, rural counties in Georgia reported higher rates of food insecurity, ranging between
15-24% (Feeding America, 2019). Food insecurity concerns in rural areas are more severe due to
increased likelihood of food deserts, low-wage job opportunities, and higher rates of
unemployment and underemployment (Georgia Food Bank Association, 2022). The COVID-19

pandemic has exacerbated food insecurity, with food banks across Georgia reporting a nearly

50% increase in food assistance need since March 2020 (Georgia Food Bank Association, 2021).
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While programs to alleviate food insecurity in these areas are already in place (see CTC Harvest
Solutions, n.d.), the findings of this study indicate a substantial need for increased investment in
such services, particularly in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic. For example, we
recommend that Extension agents in rural communities of the Piedmont and Upper Coastal Plain
regions collaborate with agents in metro Atlanta and the Ridge and Valley region to discuss
strategies for alleviating food insecurity and promoting access to fresh foods.
Water

Overall, there was a not a high perception of Water as a critical community issue. In fact,
Water received the lowest composite percentage of perception as a critical community issue.
Figure 22 displays the distribution of perception according to rural/urban classification. In
general, the counties with a higher perception of Water as a critical community issue were rural.

However, Dougherty County is a notable exception.

2) i W 1)

Figure 22. Rurality — Water

Note. a — Rural; b — Urban
Looking at geographic region, the counties with the highest perception of Water as a

critical community issue are located within the Upper Coastal Plain, Lower Coastal Plain, and

Piedmont regions. Figure 23 displays this distribution below.
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Figure 23. Geographic Region — Water
Note. a — Ridge and Valley; b — Blue Ridge; ¢ — Piedmont; d — Upper Coastal Plain; e — Lower
Coastal Plain

Across Extension districts, the counties with the highest perception of Water as a critical

community issue are located in the Southwest and Northeast districts. Figure 24 depicts this

distribution below.
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Id:)igure 24. Extension Dgétrict — Water
Note. a — Northwest; b — Northeast; ¢ — Southeast; d — Southwest

Overall, the majority of Georgia residents did not perceive Water as a critical community
issue. Within urban counties, such as Cobb County in metro Atlanta, there has been a concerted
effort to promote water conservation through the waterSmart>™ education program (Risse et al.,
2009). Additionally, 4-H educators develop curriculum materials, using the 2007-2008 drought
as a case study, to teach youth about the importance of water resources and conservation (Risse
et al., 2009). Furthermore, the success of such programs may have contributed to lower
perceptions of Water as a critical community issue within metro areas around the state.

However, some rural counties in the Upper Coastal Plain, Lower Coastal Plain, and
Piedmont reported high perceptions of Water as a critical community issue. These counties were
located in the Northeast and Southwest Extension Districts. Farms in Southwest Georgia contain
more than 640,000 acres of irrigated land and pump as much as 584 million gallons of water
from the Flint River, its tributaries, and the underlying Floridian aquifer (Georgia Water
Coalition, 2021). Residents in Southwest Georgia have “experienced extended droughts, ongoing
political battles with neighboring states over water use, and a devastating hurricane” (Chapman,

2021, para. 4). Therefore, their perception of Water as a critical issue may be higher than other

communities across Georgia because of their reliance on this resource to support the region’s
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extensive agricultural industry (Chapman, 2021; Georgia Water Coalition, 2021). Additionally,
as population increases, the ability of the Floridian aquifer supply to meet these growing needs
may decrease (Hundemer & Monroe, 2021).

While efforts within this region to promote water conservation awareness, e.g., Mitchell
County’s 4-H20 camp (Chapman, 2021), and practice, e.g., use of precision agriculture
technologies to increase water input efficiency (Hundemer & Monroe, 2021), have been
successful, residents still perceive water availability as a threat to their communities. An
associated recommendation would be for Extension agents within this region to continue
promoting water conservation practices and aiding agricultural producers in adopting
technologies that increase efficiency of water inputs. Additionally, we recommend that
Extension agents within the Northeast and Northwest districts continue to highlight the
interrelations between use of water in these districts and availability of water resources for
individuals located downstream.

Implications

Overall, the results of this study hold significant implications for future practice within
the Cooperative Extension Service in Georgia. Primarily, the findings of this study support the
initial development of a decision support tool, which may help Extension practitioners to develop
programming and allocate resources more effectively. For example, within the Southwest and
Northeast Extension districts, there were several community issues that respondents from these
areas perceived as critical. Therefore, Extension personnel who serve rural counties in these
districts may want to focus programming efforts on addressing issues associated with Nutrition
Education and Food Availability or Civic Engagement and Community Development.

Additionally, Extension agents who work in rural counties within the Upper and Lower Coastal
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Plain regions may want to direct programming and resources towards addressing issues related to
Agriculture and Economic Development. Overall, the findings of this study offer a macro-level
view of how perception of critical community issues is distributed across the state. Extension
personnel may use these visual resources to quickly identify areas of need within their districts.

A second implication of this study is the existing opportunities for collaboration among
various geographic groups. For example, Extension agents in the Southwest and Northeast
districts may find it helpful to collaborate with one another to address issues associated with
Nutrition Education and Food Availability. Additionally, agents in these districts may consult
with agents who serve communities where this issue is not perceived as critical, such as the
Northwest and Southeast Extension districts, as well as the metro hubs surrounding Atlanta,
Savannah, and Chattanooga. Furthermore, Extension agents within the Southwest and Southeast
districts may form a working group that meets bi-annually to discuss economic development
strategies within these regions. While it may be the case that such coalitions and working groups
are already occurring, the results of this study underscore the need for continued collaboration
and support.

Limitations

This study has several limitations associated with the study design and data collection
methods. Research article one employed a three-round Delphi process with an expert panel
consisting of members of the UGA Extension leadership board. The scope of results generated
using the Delphi process are inherently limited by the insights and perspectives of expert panel
members. Although measures were taken to reduce bias and assemble a heterogenous panel with
statewide expertise, the panelists’ personal experiences and employment with the UGA

Extension system may limit the generalizability of the results. An associated recommendation
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would be to replicate the study with county Extension agents to determine whether the insights
of Extension leadership personnel align with the insights of practitioners in these communities.
Additionally, the primary coder of the data is from a suburban community in the Southeastern
United States and has previously been involved with Extension and community development
research. According to recommendations in the literature (see Lincoln & Guba, 1985), member
checking and peer-debriefing were utilized to reduce biases resulting from personal experiences.
Furthermore, there are several limitations associated with the study design of research
article two. Data were collected using a non-probability sampling procedure; therefore, the
resulting sample may not be entirely representative of the state population. Additionally, the
questionnaire was distributed via an online survey platform, which limits the respondent pool to
individuals with access to Internet-based applications. Broadband access across the state varies,
particularly in rural areas. Therefore, the perspectives of individuals in areas without access to
internet may not have been captured. Additionally, the variable of interest in this study (i.e.,
perception of critical community issues) was binary. A continuous variable of interest may
provide more analytical power. Therefore, the resulting analysis of the binary variable was
limited. Accordingly, we recommend that future research consider measuring perception of
critical community issues using a continuous variable. Furthermore, the data were collected prior
to the COVID-19 pandemic and are representative of a single point in time. The COVID-19
pandemic has elicited significant impacts across the state; therefore, the concerns and needs of
all stakeholders may not be accurately represented by the results of this study. An associated
recommendation would be to replicate the study in a post-COVID-19 context to determine
whether the pandemic altered perception of critical issues and whether the pandemic precipitated

the rise of new critical issues.
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Conclusion

This study provides insight into the issues currently facing Georgia residents. The
findings within this study provide practical recommendations to increase effectiveness of
Extension programming and information delivery. The capitals inherent within each community
illustrate the existing resources that can be leveraged to promote positive community
development and prosperity. Additionally, these capital stocks highlight areas of need and offer
preliminary entry points to facilitate participatory problem-solving among community members.
Community capitals represent crucial resources for community development initiatives and
acknowledging the interactions among capitals can aid in determining sustainable solutions that
address community needs. Leveraging perspectives of critical needs along with available
resources enables Extension personnel to engage in an inside-out process, which prioritizes the
voices of community members and uses these insights to effectively develop programming and
direct resources.

While each community is unique, communities within certain regions possess similar
characteristics and may face similar challenges. As a result, examining the distribution of
perception of critical community issues across geographic groupings provides increased insight
into the community factors that contribute to these problems. Overall, determining how
perception of a critical community issue relates to the rurality, geographic region, or Extension
district of a community enables the development of materials and programming targeted to
address the community’s most relevant needs. Extension personnel are encouraged to use the
results of this study as an initial guideline to determine stakeholder needs and inform program

development. Additionally, Extension personnel may use the results of this study to identify
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counterparts within different geographic regions or Extension districts that may be facing the
same critical issues.

Overall, the results of this study provide a foundation for improving Extension program
development and delivery. Understanding the needs of communities in relation to their capital
assets and geographic characteristics enables Extension personnel to continue offering relevant
programming. This study has completed the initial stages of a state-level needs assessment and
provides a general baseline for determining subsequent actions. Extension personnel have a
responsibility to provide information and resources that translate the science of everyday living
and foster a healthy and prosperous Georgia (UGA Extension, n.d.). Developing targeted
community development approaches that address the identified critical community issues fulfills
the mandate of Extension and ensures that Georgia communities will continue to thrive in the

face of 21% century challenges.
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