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Abstract 
 

This study examined source credibility of Florida’s agricultural organizations as viewed 

by state agricultural opinion leaders. In addition, this study sought to determine the amount of 

information that opinion leaders receive from agriculture organizations, as well as identify 

factors that contribute to an opinion leader disseminating an organization’s message. 

The population consisted of the alumni of a leadership program targeted towards adult 

agricultural leaders (N=163). Ninety-four alumni responded, giving the survey a 57.7% 

response rate. This study found that opinion leaders receive and find most credible the 

information that comes from the organization in which they are most involved. Also, results 

indicated that the factor that was most likely to cause an opinion leader to disseminate an 

organizational message was “the organization presents evidence to support its message.” 

Opinion leaders were least likely to disseminate information from organizations when “the 

organization’s intent is questionable.”  
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Introduction  

 

The agricultural industry is a vital part of Florida‟s economy.  The agricultural industry 

ranks second in Florida‟s overall economy (Woods, 2008).  Within Florida, there are 280 

commodities produced (Florida Department of Agriculture and Consumer Services, 2007) that 

were credited with $137 billion in sales revenue in 2007 (Woods, 2008). Not only does the 

agricultural industry produce important revenue, but the industry also provides jobs that are 

essential for the stability of the state‟s economy. Woods (2008) stated, “Agriculture, natural 

resources, and related industries provide direct employment of 1.5 million people in full-time 

and part-time jobs” (¶ 15). This significant number of jobs equates to approximately 14.2 percent 

of all jobs in Florida are dependent upon the agriculture industry (Woods, 2008).  

 

With Florida‟s agriculture industry supporting 1.5 million jobs (Woods, 2008), it is vital 

that the individuals who depend on the agriculture industry to support their livelihoods receive 

credible information from industry leaders and organizations. Receiving credible information 

about the important issues in agriculture ensures that these individuals are able to make informed 

decisions regarding their livelihoods. However, because of the sizeable number of commodities 

produced in the state, there are a myriad of information sources available to agricultural leaders 

seeking to be informed on important agricultural issues. Yet, not all of the information sources 

are congruent with the information that they provide about specific issues, leaving those 

individuals within the agricultural industry to decide which information is credible and can be 

trusted. 

  

A specific example of this message incongruence was seen when Parker and Farmer 

(2008) claimed in Farm and Ranch News, an online publication targeted towards individuals 

involved in the state‟s agriculture industry, that University of Florida President Bernie Machen 

said, “Agriculture is a dying industry in the state” and “not worthy of the investments being 

made by the legislature” (¶ 2). The alleged statement was made in reference to the impending 

budget cuts that were to be made by the university. Although Machen denied this accusation in a 

personal statement, agricultural leaders and their constituents continued to remind the president 

that agriculture was, indeed, not dying. 

 

Bouffard (2008) quoted Doug Bournique, executive director of Indian River Citrus League 

as stating, “[Machen‟s] getting a full-frontal attack from agriculture saying we are important," 

and that "the word's getting very strongly back to the University of Florida that agriculture is 

very important to this state - it's the backbone” (¶ 4).  In addition, Bouffard (2008) also reported 

that within hours of the Farm & Ranch News article, more than 60 agricultural leaders from 

throughout the state participated in a conference call to address Machen‟s alleged comments.  

 

While this is only one example, it sets the stage for understanding the importance of 

identifying sources of information agricultural industry leaders find the most credible and from 

which sources they base their decision making. One must question why industry leaders appear 

to trust and give credence to an anonymous source in an online publication more than the fervent 

personal denial by a university president. What qualities existed within the online publication 

that caused such believability in the article? Likewise, what qualities caused his denial to go 

slightly unnoticed and largely distrusted? The answer to these questions and others similar in 
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nature might be found by understanding how agricultural opinion leaders perceive information 

from industry organizations and discovering which organizational sources are regarded as 

credible enough for opinion leaders to diffuse the organization‟s information. This study focused 

on the perceived credibility of selected state-wide agricultural organizations as viewed by 

Florida‟s agricultural opinion leaders.  

 

Theoretical Framework 

 

The foundational theoretical principles in this study included the two-step flow model of 

communication and source credibility theory. Historically, opinion leaders have been recognized 

as an important link in the diffusion of messages to the general public. Lazarsfeld, Berelson, and 

Gaudet (1948) conceptualized the diffusion of messages in a two-step flow model of 

communication.  This model first highlighted opinion leaders as an important step in the 

diffusion of communication messages. The two-step leaders then pass the information along to 

individuals within the public (Weiman, 1982).  Other studies have elaborated the original two-

step flow model to include other steps in the dissemination of information, but the importance of 

opinion leaders and interpersonal influence continue to remain an important part in linking mass 

communication to the public. 

 

 Researchers have also analyzed the credibility, trustworthiness, and overall attitude 

towards communicators (Hovland & Weiss, 1954; Kelman & Eagly, 1965; Sternthal, Phillips, & 

Dholakia, 1978). These studies have been conclusive in reporting that credibility, 

trustworthiness, and overall attitude towards communicators play important roles in determining 

how the messages are perceived and accepted by the public. 

  

An initial review of the literature indicates there is a gap in research, which includes 

studies analyzing agricultural organizations as sources of information and how opinion leaders 

utilize these organizations to gain information. Currently, little research has been done on 

organizational and corporate firms as sources of information (Newell & Goldsmith, 2001).   

Newell and Goldsmith (2001) defined corporate credibility, in part, as “the extent to which 

consumers feel that the firm has the knowledge…to fulfill its claims and whether the firm can be 

trusted to tell the truth or not” (p. 235). 

 

This study examined opinion leaders‟ perceptions of organizational credibility because as 

Flynn, Goldsmith, and Eastman (1996) explained, “consumers tend to trust the opinions of others 

more than they do formal marketer-dominated sources of information, such as advertising, and 

they use interpersonal sources to reduce risk and to make both store and brand choices” (p. 137). 

Moreover, Scheufele and Shah (2000) found “opinion leaders, like individuals with personality 

strength, are thought to shape their fellow citizens‟ reactions to social issues” (p. 109).  

 

Therefore, one could deduce that opinion leaders‟ acceptance of an agricultural 

organization as credible has a major impact on the acceptance of the organization as credible by 

the general public. Relating this statement to the agriculture industry, one could hypothesize that 

the amount of credibility given to an organization by agricultural opinion leaders directly affects 

the credibility that others involved in the industry give that same organization.  
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Purpose/Objectives 

 

The purpose of this study was to examine the perceived source credibility of Florida‟s 

agricultural organizations as viewed by the state‟s agricultural opinion leaders. In addition, this 

study sought to determine the amount of information that opinion leaders receive from 

agriculture organizations, as well as identify factors that contribute to an opinion leader 

disseminating an organization‟s message.  

 

The following research objectives were used to guide this investigation: 

 

Objective 1: To determine the amount of information that agriculture opinion leaders receive 

from selected state-wide agriculture organizations.  

 Objective 2: To determine the perceptions of source credibility of selected organizations in 

agriculture utilized by state opinion leaders.  

 Objective 3: To determine the factors that influence whether an opinion leader will disseminate 

an organizational message to the general public.  

 

Limitations 

The first limitation is that the study was not based on a random sample, but rather a purposive 

sample. The study was purposive because the individuals participating in the leadership program 

studied are distinct representatives of agriculture opinion leaders located throughout Florida. The 

Wedgworth Leadership Institute for Agriculture and Natural Resources (WLIANR) participants 

are the individuals that comprised this purposive sample.  Ary, Jacobs, Razavieh, and Sorenso 

(2006) noted that one of the pitfalls to using a purposive sample is that “there is no reason to 

assume that the units judged to be typical of the population will continue to be typical over a 

period of time” resulting in the possibility of purposive studies being misleading (p. 174).  

 

Additionally, a second limitation for this study is that the WLIANR is based at the University of 

Florida and therefore participants are also affiliated with the university. Lastly, a third limitation 

is that the data in this study were self-reported. Self- reported scores are a limitation because it is 

possible that participants may not answer the questionnaire truthfully, thus obtaining inaccurate 

results in the study. Ary, Jacobs, Razavieh, and Sorenso (2006) asserted that self-reported 

instruments‟ validity “depends in part on the respondents‟ being able to read and understand the 

items, their understanding of themselves, and especially their willingness to give frank and 

honest answers” (p. 225). 

 

Methods 

 

The research design was a quantitative study that utilized descriptive census survey 

methodology. More specifically, since this study examined the opinions and perceptions of 

credibility, it can be classified as a census survey of intangibles. The term “intangible” refers to 

constructs such as attitudes, values, opinions and other personal characteristics that are often 

difficult to measure (Ary, Jacobs, Razavieh, & Sorensen, 2006). In this study, the population of 

interest consisted of the state‟s agriculture opinion leaders. 



 J o u r n a l  o f  S o u t h e r n  A g r i c u l t u r a l  E d u c a t i o n  R e s e a r c h ,  V o l u m e  6 0 ,  2 0 1 0  
 

Page 108 

 

The sampling frame used in this study included alumni members of the Wedgworth 

Leadership Institute for Agriculture and Natural Resources (WLIANR). This program began in 

1989, has graduated seven classes, has approximately 175 alumni members, and targets adult 

agricultural leaders (Wedgworth Leadership Institute for Agriculture and Natural Resources, 

2010). This sampling frame (N=163) was selected for study because as alumni of the leadership 

program, they are recognized as leaders in the state‟s agriculture industry. Additionally, these 

individuals represent a cross-section of the commodity industries within the state giving the 

study a broader perspective. 

 

Prior to the collection of data from the alumni members, a pilot test was conducted. The 

pilot study included 29 current participants in WLIANR. Upon receiving the data of the pilot 

study, the researcher conducted a Cronbach‟s alpha test and determined the reliability of the 

credibility construct to be a coefficient of 0.94. According to the literature, an alpha coefficient 

of 0.70 has shown to be an acceptable reliability coefficient (Nunnaly, 1978, as cited by Santos, 

1999).  Once the pilot data were collected, the panel of experts reviewed the data for validity and 

reliability. Following the review by the panel of experts and in conjunction with participant 

feedback, the researcher modified the instrument to more accurately assess the population. The 

instrument was expanded to include specific questions relating to factors that impact message 

dissemination, as well as a series of personality questions. Following the revision, a second pilot 

test was conducted. 

 

The second pilot test was sent electronically to 10 current participants in the leadership 

program. In order to test the reliability of the newly added survey instrument questions, a 

Cronbach‟s alpha test was conducted. The results from this test showed that the reliability of the 

section measuring factors that impact message dissemination was an alpha coefficient of 0.98. 

Moreover, Cronbach‟s alpha measured reliability of the personality section at a coefficient of 

0.86. 

 

In order to gather data from the sampling frame, a Web survey was utilized. Dillman 

(2006) suggested that Web surveys offered a great deal of potential for very little cost. The 

researcher found no existing instrument that measured the source credibility of agricultural 

organizations; therefore, the researcher created the instrument. After consulting with a panel of 

experts, the following organizations were selected to be a part of this study: Florida Department 

of Agriculture and consumer Services (FDACS), Florida Farm Bureau Federation (FFBF), 

University of Florida/Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences (UF/IFAS), all Florida 

agricultural organizations as a whole, and one specific organization that was selected by the 

study respondent. 

 

The first part of the questionnaire required the respondents to answer questions regarding 

how much of their information they receive from the FDACS, FFBF, UF/IFAS, and all other 

statewide agricultural organizations, as well as the organization in which they are most involved. 

The questionnaire then allowed for the respondents to write in the organization in which they are 

most involved.  
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Then the respondents were assessed regarding their perceived credibility of organizations 

by responding to 11 unique constructs that measured the trustworthiness and the expertise of 

each organization. Once each organization‟s perceived credibility was measured, a credibility 

index was created in order to rank the credibility of the organizations used in the study. The third 

part of the survey questioned respondents regarding 26 factors that could potentially affect 

whether a message from an organization would be distributed via opinion leaders. Demographic 

data were collected from the respondents. 

                                                                

                                                          Results 

 

Of the 163 participants in the sampling frame, 94 responded giving the study a 57.7% 

response rate. The non-response error was accounted for by comparing the early to the late 

responders. Ary et al. (2006) asserted that non-respondents are often similar to late respondents; 

meaning that by examining the responses of non-responders, the researcher should be able to 

estimate the responses of late respondents.   

The WLIANR alumni were analyzed by the following demographics: age, gender, 

education level, leadership position held, length of leadership position, and race. Of the 

respondents, 64.9% (n=61) were male, 21.3% (n=20) were female, and 13.8% (n=13) did not 

respond. In the age category 7.4% (n=7) reported being 25-35 years old; 26.6% (n= 25) reported 

being 36-45 years old; 40.4% (n= 38) reported being 46-55 years old; and, 12.8% (n= 12) 

reported being 55 years old or older. 

In regard to the respondents‟ educational background, 3.2% (n=3) described their highest 

level of education to be high school graduate or GED recipient; 8.5% (n=8) had some college but 

did not receive a degree; 1.1% (n=1) indicated their highest level of education was an associate‟s 

degree; 53.2% (n= 50) received a bachelor‟s degree; and, 21.3% (n=20) received a graduate level 

or professional degree. 

Additionally, 76.6% (n=71) of the respondents reported to have held a leadership position 

in the agriculture industry. Of the 71 respondents who reported having held a leadership position, 

14.1% (n=10) served in that position for 1-2 years; 8.5% (n=6) served in a leadership position for 

2-3 years; 11.3% (n=8) served in a leadership position for 3-4 years; 9.9% (n=7) served in a 

leadership position for 4-5 years: and, 56.3% (n=40) served in a leadership position for 5-6 years. 

 

Objective one sought to determine the amount of information that opinion leaders receive 

from each organization in the study. This objective had a range possibility of one to five with one 

equaling “none at all” and five equaling “a great deal” (Table 1).  Of the five organizational 

categories, the organization in which the respondent was most involved had the highest mean 

score (M= 4.18, SD=0.977) and FDACS received the lowest score (M=2.62, SD= 0.986). 
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Table 1.  Opinion Leaders Information Reception from Agricultural Organizations Mean Scores 

 M SD 

Organization Most Involved 

UF/IFAS 

Other State Organizations 

FFBF 

FDACS 

4.18  

3.67  

3.22  

3.01  

2.62  

0.977  

0.968  

1.212  

1.282  

0.986  

 

Objective two sought to determine the perceptions of source credibility of selected 

organizations in the state‟s agriculture industry that are utilized by opinion leaders. Following the 

gathering of information regarding how much information leaders receive from each of the 

organizations in the study, opinion leaders measured each organization in credibility constructs. 

These constructs included sincerity, honesty, trustworthiness, dependability, reliability, 

knowledge, experience, qualifications, skills, expertness, balance. Once the 11 individual 

constructs were measured for each organization, a credibility index was created for each of the 

organizations in order to secure a credibility mean for each organization (Table 2). The 

credibility index was created by calculating the combined mean scores for the 11 credibility 

constructs. The organization that received the highest credibility index score was the 

organization that the respondent was most involved (M=4.27, SD=0.732). The organization 

receiving the lowest credibility index score was the collective all other state organizations not 

listed in the survey (M=3.50, SD=0.852) 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2.  Credibility Index of Agricultural Organizations 

 M SD 

Organization Most Involved 

UF/IFAS 

FFBF 

FDACS 

Other State Organizations 

4.27  

4.12  

3.94  

3.68  

3.50   

0.732  

0.657  

0.815  

0.802  

0.852  

 

Objective three measured 26 factors believed to influence whether messages from 

agricultural organizations were disseminated from opinion leaders down to the general public. 

These factors were based on input from the pilot test groups, the panel of experts, and the 

literature. The range scale scores were 1-5 with labels indicating that 1=disagree, 3=somewhat 

agree, and 5=agree. The factor that received the highest mean score indicating a strong tendency 

to pass along the information was “The organization presents evidence to support its message” 

(M=4.55, SD=0.610). The factor that received the lowest mean score indicating a weaker 
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tendency to pass along the information was “The organization‟s intent is questionable” (M=2.01, 

SD=1.174). Table 3 exhibits the factors, frequencies, means, and standard deviations of the 26 

factors used in the study. 
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Table 3.  Factors that Influenced Information Dissemination by Opinion Leaders (n=79) 

Information Dissemination Factor M SD 

The organization presents evidence to support its message. 4.55 0.61 

I understand the organization‟s stance on the issue. 4.53 0.63 

The issue affects my livelihood. 4.49 0.78 

The issue has large financial implications. 4.34 0.77 

I feel a sense of responsibility to others to pass along the information. 4.29 0.77 

The organization has a logical association with the issue. 4.28 0.79 

The organization is familiar to me. 4.27 0.82 

The organization appears to be well-managed. 4.17 0.85 

I have personal time to relay the information. 4.14 0.93 

I personally know others within the organization. 4.11 0.96 

The issue affects a large number of people 4.07 0.87 

Based on my past interactions with the organization, I have positive feelings toward the organization. 4.05 1.04 

I am a member of the organization. 3.98 1.09 

The organization has a vested interest in the issue. 3.90 0.89 

I perceive personal benefits based on the organization‟s information. 3.82 1.10 

I agree with the organization‟s stance on the issue. 3.78 1.29 

The issue evokes a personal emotional response. 3.41 1.18 

I perceive personal detrimental consequences based on the organization‟s information. 3.30 1.44 

I perceive detrimental consequences for others based on the organization‟s information. 3.30 1.35 

The issue is controversial in nature. 3.12 0.98 

The organization‟s information is new to me. 3.08 1.07 

The organization‟s information conflicts with previous information that I‟ve heard. 2.83 1.16 

The issue is against my personal values/beliefs. 2.55 1.42 

The organization appears to be motivated by profit. 2.22 1.04 

Based on my past interactions with the organization, I have negative feelings toward the organization. 2.22 1.12 

The organization‟s intent is questionable.  2.01 1.17 
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Implications/Conclusions 

 

There has been little research done that has examined the organization as a source of 

information (Newell & Goldsmith, 2001). However, corporate and organizational credibility has 

remained an important research avenue. Healy (2005) quoted Project for Excellence in 

Journalism director Tom Rosenstield as stating “the best each organization can do is try to 

improve its own credibility.” This study has implications for the theory of source credibility as 

the results from this study indicate support for Berlo, Lemert, and Mertz‟s  (1970)  study that 

suggested ,“an individual‟s acceptance of information and ideas is based in part on „who said it”‟ 

(p. 563).   This study sought to understand the perceived credibility of a few agricultural 

organizations in the state of Florida in order to lay the groundwork for studying agricultural 

organizational credibility. By understanding the basic components of credibility the work may 

begin on actually improving each organization‟s credibility. 

 

This study found that opinion leaders receive the majority of their information from the 

organization in which they are involved the most. Following the organization in which they are 

most involved, Florida‟s agricultural opinion leaders sought information from an educational 

entity, such as UF/IFAS, one of the state‟s land-grant institutions. In this study, it was found that 

only after opinion leaders received information from their organization of involvement and 

UF/IFAS, did they get information from other state agricultural organizations in which they were 

not a member. Therefore, in order to successfully distribute a message, it would appear that an 

organization will have the most success by creating “buy-in” for their own membership before 

trying to expand the message to reach others in the industry.  Agriculture organizations should 

allocate time and resources to educating internal organizational opinion leaders as those opinion 

leaders are seeking information from organizations in which they are a member before looking at 

other information sources.  

 

This study‟s credibility index indicated that not only did the study participants receive the 

majority of their information from the organization that they were most involved, but they also 

found the organization in which that they were most involved more credible than any other 

organization listed in the study.  Following the organization in which they were most involved, 

respondents listed the state‟s land-grant university as being the second-most credible 

organization in the study. When analyzing the individual credibility constructs, the construct that 

rated the highest, in regard to the “organization the respondent was most involved” was 

“trustworthiness,” while the respondents rated UF/IFAS‟s highest construct as being 

“knowledgeable.” This finding can be linked back to Lui and Standing‟s (1989) finding that 

when sources are compared based on trustworthiness and expertise, individuals will find the 

source they deem as trustworthy more credible than one they deem as being an expert. The same 

finding was true in this study. Respondents found the organization they trusted the most as being 

more credible than the expert source.  

 

Based on this finding, organizations should work to build trustworthiness with both 

external and internal audiences. In this study, opinion leaders tend to find organizations that they 

feel they can trust as more credible than organizations they feel are experts. One way that the 

organizations can build trustworthiness with the public is to demonstrate to the public that the 

organization has a vested interest in the issue being communicated. Haley (1996) noted 
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“messages received from a business with a vested interest in the public issue were rated 

significantly more believable and credible than messages sponsored by a business without an 

apparent vested interest in the issue” (p. 23). 

 

Moreover, Sternthal, Phillips, and Dholakia (1978) asserted that the organization deemed 

as highly credible is able to extract greater advocacy support; therefore, the organizations that 

opinion leaders are most involved in should be the some of the largest advocacy groups in the 

state. The organization that respondents listed as being most involved in was a state association 

whose Web site claims to be “leading voice of Florida‟s agriculture.” In order to effectively 

distribute a credible message, organizations should focus on communicating the message to 

internal opinion leaders, and build trustworthiness among those leaders. Once those steps are 

highly functioning, the organization is positioned to extract advocacy support from those leaders 

to disseminate the message to external audiences.  

 

After analyzing all of the organizational credibility constructs, the construct “balanced” 

was consistently rated as lowest for all five organizations. However, the construct “honest” was 

rated as one of the two highest means for all organizations except UF/IFAS. Therefore, opinion 

leaders appear to believe that even if organizations lack balance in their information, the 

organization can still be regarded as relatively honest. This perception of lack of balanced 

information could be linked back to Rogers (2003) who noted that opinion leaders tend to be 

more exposed to external media and communication efforts. It appears that because opinion 

leaders are more aware of the presence of external media and realize that the industry tends to 

talk to itself, they feel the information from industry organizations is unbalanced. However, 

while they may feel the information from within the industry is un-balanced, they feel the 

industry sources are disseminating the honest information.  

 

In regards to the 26 factors that determine if an opinion leader will diffuse a message from 

an organization, the factor that received the highest mean score was “the organization presents 

evidence to support its message.” But, secondly opinion leaders must also “understand the 

organization‟s stance on the issue.” In a study on shaping public opinion, Page, Shapiro and 

Dempsey (1987) included “the information must be understood by recipients” as one of the top 

five features that must be present in order to have an impact on public opinion. It is vitally 

important that when an organization is attempting to disseminate a message that opinion leaders 

are easily able to identify and understand the evidence that supports the message.  Ruth‟s (2005) 

study revealed that the agriculture “industry tends to talk to itself…and ignore[s] …non-

agricultural publics” (p.111). This self-talk could be detrimental to agricultural organizations if it 

is not understood by opinion leaders. Agricultural organizations must disseminate messages and 

support evidence in language that is easily understandable to opinion leaders and resonates with 

them.  

 

Additionally, a factor that was used in this study that supported past literature was if the 

opinion leaders personally knew others in the organization.  In this study, knowing others in the 

organization indicated a strong tendency to pass along the information from the organization. 

Rogers (2003) reported opinion leaders as being “at the center of interpersonal communication 

networks” (p. 27). Similarly, Beckman (1967) noted that an “aspect that has been… reinforced… 
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is that interpersonal relationships between opinion leaders and others… influenced decisions”  

(p. 37). Therefore, it would be in an agricultural organization‟s best interest to provide 

opportunities for opinion leaders to network around their organization. Some specific examples 

include allowing an employee to participate in a WLIANR-type program so that other opinion 

leaders can “put a face with the agriculture organization,” or hosting social events for the benefit 

of multiple agriculture organizations.  

 

Recommendations 

 Since the constructs of organizational credibility used in this study were limited to the 

panel of experts, literature, and a pilot study, a qualitative study should be done with opinion 

leaders to uncover any additional factors that could add to the overall perceptions of 

organizational credibility and were not used in this study. Research should also be done to 

investigate how opinion leader personality type influences organizational credibility assessment 

as personality type could affect opinion leadership and message distribution. Moreover, research 

should assess the best method for increasing organizational credibility among introverts and 

extroverts.  

Additionally, research should be done to determine if different types of organizations 

have different credibility expectations. For example, do opinion leaders value some credibility 

constructs more than others depending upon the organization disseminating the message 

(universities v. government agencies)? Finally, research should be done that explores whether the 

communication channel (i.e Internet, print, face-to-face) affects the organization‟s credibility.  
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