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Fields of Danger: Communicating Agricultural Safety and Health Information
Abstract

It happened January 11, 1992. Eighteen-year-old John Thompson was seriously injured in an agricultural
machinery accident on the family's North Dakota farm.
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Fields Of Danger: Communicating
Agricultural Safety And Health

Information
Judy Barnes Oskam

it happened January 11, 1932, Efghteen-year-old John
Thompson was seriously Injured in an agricultural machinery
accident on the family’s North Dakota farm. After both of
John's arms were severed in the accident, he ran four
hundred yards to his home and opened the door with his
mouth. Holding a pencil in his teeth, John dialed the tele-
phone and called for help ("Teen. . . Reattached Arms,” 1992).

News of John Thompson's farm accldent quickly spread
across the country. The mass media were lascinated by this
tragic slory with an apparent happy ending. After hours of
surgery. John's arms were reattached and he now [aces years
of therapy and rehabilitation.

While the Thompson aceldent s by far the most widely
publicized farm accident in recent years, the issue of agricul-
tural salety and health deserves much more national atten-
tiorn. Throughout this article, we will explore the varlous
theories irmvolved with communicating agricultural salety and
health information to the farming community through the
mass media. By investigating the diffusion and social organi-
zalion theories, we can determine the most elfective method
to communicate safety and health information.

Background Safety Counell (1991} eatimated
Farming is often depicted as  Ihere were 42 deaths per 100,000
natural, safe and serene. Bul. ac-  farm workers in agriculiure in
cording to the MNalional Safety 1990, This compares o approxl-
Councll, agriculture s currently mutely 8deaths per 100,000 work-
ranked as the natlon’s most dan-  ers for all other occupations (Na-
gerous Indusiry. The Natlonal tional Safety Councll, 19G1].

Judy Barnes Oakam, assistant Extensbon spectallst s vid oo esard Brutoe L the

Drepuurtrment of Agricsitural Engleecring at Oklahoma State Unlversity, Stillemiter,
Ollabomea, s an ACE member, She directs an agricultural health and aafety video

progromwith & grant from the Kitiennd Institute for Oocupationnd Safety and Health.
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The tragie toll of farm injurfes Is
well known, More than 1,300 deaths
per year cecur to agriculiural work-
ersand approximately 1200000 non -
ftal injuries reaull in temporary or
permanent disabllity (National Safety
Council, 1991). Farm haeards |n-
clude: machineny: chembeals; expo-
sure io sun, heat and nolse; live-
slock handling: and stress.

A mapor clesiacke te current efl-
foria to loweer the toll of agriculiural
injuries is a fundamental lack of
knowledge of the causes and risk
[actors assoclated with these Inju-
ries [Loyde, 1990), Beeause of this
tremendous dangerin the furm envi-
ronment, there Is greal need o com-
municite information about agricul-
tural safety and health o fmers
and thelr families. By studying and
applying the theories of soclal orga-
nlztlon and difusien we can learn
how to educate frmers aboul the
Lsue of safely and health.

Theory of Soclal Organlzation and
Group Harma

In arder to eflfecthvely eommuni-
cale with the fanming commoandty, it
ks Impartant to understand the so-
clal make-up of the American furmer.
The social evolution of the frmer
may give us some insight into why
this population has such a diatine-
Live soclal organiation,

The Amerlcan transition from
rural-agrcultural te urban-indus-
trial was sccomplished by people
familiar with farming. Onky within
the last two generations has a sub-
stantial (rmction of city dwellers been
born in the clty (Bogue, 1959), Farm
and rural populations declined pro-
portienally as industrialization and
urbanizalion advanced In this eoun-
iry [Rohrer & Douglas, 19659, Thaugh
nal as strong as bn years pasi, the

tradition s albve and well in

htﬁmmﬁs.mac’mmﬁﬂ“ of

the American countryside included
small local government, homestead
ownership, country acheols and
churches, individually oemed small
businesses, and a apirit of equall-
tarianiam (Rohrer & Douglas, 1969).

Like other groups, farmers have
extremely complex standards of so-
clal ﬂlﬂm“ﬂﬂ. 1111_'_"" rﬂij" share
the saume views on political, sducs-
tonal, relighous and economlc is-
sues [DeFlour & Ball-Rokeach, 19805,
While city dwellers group themsebhes
arcording to class, eccupational, ar
euliurad lines: rural dwellers tend to
group themsehes by neighborhoods,
T the rural realdent, space or dis-
tanee s more important as a factiorof
separalion than differences af ooe-
pation and culture [Lundguist &
Carver, 1927).

By nature, farmers have strong
independent, antl-regulation attl-
tudes that make them suspect any
government intervention. The geo-
graphic relationship between the
farmer and his/her community
breeds independence, In years past,
sell-sulliciency was not only pos-
sible but necessary for the isclated
American farm family, According to
soclologial Paul Johnstone, “the In-
dependent person was not enly the
equal of any other person, the inde.
pendent Brmer Uerally was in part-
nershipwith God” (in Rohrer & Dou-
glas, 1969). These sirong siate-
ments typify the attitude of the
American former.,

Soclalization Invobves Intemnal-
tation of soctal norms, roles and
other aspects of cullure, which o¢-
curs malnky through Inleraction with
other persons (Slocum, 1962). The
way farmers Internct may lead 1o
clues about the most effective method
1o communieate Information abael
agriculiural safety and health. Farm.-
ers, ke other people associated with
a socinl system. usually share cer-

D@kivkbeditd 3t 08ppBGM] ddmmunlca tions, Val, 76, No. Z, 1HFZ/2
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fnin norms and valises, Norms are
general rules that are commonly
understood and followed by all mem-
bers of a group (DeFleur & Ball-
Rokeach, 19849). They define o range
of tolerable behavior and serve as a
guids or a standard for the members
of the soclal system (Rogers, 1983).
For cxample, the members of a par-
tieular farm family will have o com-
mon sel of values that may differ
from families with diferent back-
grounds or raditions (Slocum, 1962).

Research shows there isa greal
difference between rural and urban
family Ufe in America, The thes that
bindd the farm Funlby also serve
tostrengthen the bond between Indl-
vidlual faumnily members, 1t s bellieved
that urban familics are held together
by alfectionate bonds, with empha-
als on individual rather than group
values, On the other hand, the tradi-
tonal farm family I8 concelved o be
held together to a conskierable ex-
tent by commen participation in the
farm enterprise and by emphasls on
family solidarity and kKinship Ues
The famm family may be more likely
1o pariicipalc as a family group in
nelghborhood and community allatra
(Slocum, 1962

While common values are allen
an assetl, asyslem's or Eroup's nacmms
can also be o bsurler to change. For
example, a two-year campalgn by a
publie health worker In Peru was
almed al persuading housewives to
bodl drinking water to guard against
bacierin. For the most parl, the dif-
fusion campaign falled. Reasons for
fallure can be tmaced partly to the
eultural beliefs of the villagers. Since
loral irmdition Hnked hot foods with
lness, bolling was seen as appropri-
ale only for the sick. This proves that
an Imporiant factor affecting the
adoplion rate of any Innovation s ils
compatibility with the values, belicfs
and the pasi experiences of the so-

clal system. The fact that the publie
health worker was unsuccessful in
convincing villagers toboll waler also
demonstrtes the Importance of In-
terpersonal networks in the adop-
thon and rejection of an innovation
Wellin, 1983).

Oklahoma State Unbversity Ex-
tenston Safety Speclalist Pat Lewis
confirms that farmers conform 1o a
righd sel of group norms. As the
statewide safety specialist for Okla-
homa State Unbversity, Lewls infer-
acts with the rural farming commu-
nity on a regular basis to spread
information about agriculiural safety
and health, In an interview. Lewls
described [armers as “sel In thelr
ways, reslstant (o change and sus-
pect toany new Innovalions or kdeas,”
Lewls zays, "farmers are reluctant to
adopt sale Brming praciices because
they don't perceive the true dangers
trvvedved with the agriculiural indus-
iry” [Lewds, inferview, 19032,

Dklahoma State University Ag-
riculiural Engineer Ed Barmnes agrees
that, In general, farmers are “sell-
sullickent. Independent and Ive by
traclitfonal values.” Barnes says that
since the avernge age of Oklahama
farmers 15 over [ty years old, the
majority of them have grown up &n
farms. He notes that, for the most
part, farmers have a fegalbee attl-
tuxde toward gevernment and are very
reslstant tochange. Because of these
characteristics. Barnes believes the
communicator and the methods of
communicalion are very Important
frctors that Influence frmer aceep-
tance of new ddeas or Inpovations
(Bamnes, interview, 19932).

The social organkzation and group
narmms of the agricultural population
shauld be considered when develop-
ing an educational progrium for safety
and health. In order to effectively
eommunicate with this population,
we must first be sensilive to these

Published by New Prairie Pressp20ifnal of Applied Conmmunicationa, Val. 76, No. 2, 1992 /3
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cultural characierislics before we
begin the diffusion of the Innovaliion.

Theory of Diffusken
DiifMusion is the process by which
an innovatlon 1s communicated
through certain channels over time
among the members of a soclal sys-
tem (Rogers, 1983). Channels of com-
munkcation now exist that make i
possible for new agriculivral infor-
mation to reach inlerested farmers
mch more gquickly than In yeara
past. Some frmers are 5o Inlerested
in new technology that they heep in
towch with agriculiurl experiment
workers and Exiension speclalisis
[Slocum, 1962). It s imporlant (o
remember that diffusion cccurs
within a secial system, because the
social structure of the syatem alfecta
e Inmovation's diffusion ln a num-
ber of ways (Hogers, 18983). In our
case, the soclal system (o the farming
communily. I constiiules a boundary
within which the innovatbon diffisses,

In order o effectvely communi-
cate Information about agriculiural
safety and health, it Is Important to
undersland the process of diffusion,
The four main elements are the inno-
vallion, communbcation channels,
time and the soclal system (Rogers,
1683). An in-depth look at each of
these elements will ghe us some
inslght inte the polential benefits of
the diffusion theory,

For the purposes of this research
poper, safe and healthy Grming pee-
U e Lhe primaey Inncyalion, Eversit
Hogers (1983) describes an nnovation
as an idea, prctice, or object that s
percehved as new by an isdbddun] or
ollwr unll of sloplion. Safe faming
procodures. oy rod achually be new,
Bt ey certadnly could be consbdered
new to a Eumer who does not currently
uitiliee e prociioes,

The Innovallon of salely and
health on the farm may, in fact, be
https.//newprairiepress.org/jac/vol76/iss2/2

26/ (et fRypmunlca

new to many Oklahoma farmers and
ranchers, According to an Oklahoma
Diepartmentof Health lasue paperon
the Preventon of Farm-Reloted Inju-
ries (19559, there are no federal regu-
latkons or guldelines for the family
farm concerning safely, basic or re-
current trufning, er chikd care peos-
sfons. This absence of legislation for
the fambly farm may be a contribut-
ing Ector kending to the high mite of
Injuries and deaths related to agricul-
e ps o industry aned an oocupalion.

The various choracteristics of
innovations should be considered as
educational Extension programs are
developed. 1L will be Important for
farmera (o Arat understand the rela-
tve advaniage of sale farming prac-
tees. If they do not percetve a clear
bBenefil. the Innovation will more than
likely nod be adopted (Rogers, 1983),
The [arming community must be
conwinced that safe foming prac-
tees will pesull In savings of human,
ag well as, economic costs, A de-
cresse] numberof Infurkes and deaths
will result i Jess human suffering
and, therefore, fewer economle woes,

Wiille the sacrifices of birm accl-
dents are very real, they siill do not
demonstrate the Innovation as advan-
Ligfermes to sy Buinens, Adopling safe
Eum practices must also be peroeheed
as being consdstent or compatible with
extsting values or needs. Many Rurmers
believe that nothing tragic will sver hap-
pen b0 them Farmers, ke mamy of us,
ey Feed hery sure nnvingilide. The lnage
of the furm as a eld of ey
conflict with the ideal of the “field of
clreaans,” Because of this exdsting stan-
chivrd, Burmers meny shn safeby infrma-
don, feeling IE s [olally unnesessany,
Unibess hvey aocepl e Euel Bt the Gum
s truly o hazardous place and Sarmlng
s a dangerous oocupation, Eumers will
ol adopd safely practices.

To better the chanoes
farmers aboul agriculiuml safety and

tlons, Yol. TE, No. 2, 1993/4
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health, it is Important to present the
Information as simply as possible.
This faclor is Mustrated In the re-
wearch elted eartieron the ndoption of
bolled water by villages in Peru, The

did ol understand the germ
theory, which the health worker tried
to explain was the reason for bolling
thelrwater (Rogers, 1983), The villag-
ers eorrelated the bolled water with
iheir exdsiing value thal hol waler
was only for 1l people, Had the villag-
ers understood the germ theory, they
may have adopled the Innovation,
The percelved complexity of an inno-
valion greatly influences the rate al
wehleh I will be adopted (Ropers, 1953).

Once frmers understand the
advantage, compatibllity and com-
plexity of safe farming practices, they
should be able o iry the ideas. Ac-
cording (o Everell Rogers, an Inno-
vation that s trinkble represents leaa
unceriainty to the individual consid-
ering It for adoption (1983). Altempd-
Ing o use the new idea or technique
gives the farmer an opporiunity o
learn by dolng. Because of thelr In-
dependent nalure, farmers may pre-
fer to "lry before they buy™ (o see If
the innovation 1= worth thelr while,

Chaervalion 15 another charac-
terfsile of Innovation that leads to
adoption. Il farmers can see the re-
sults of the Innovatkon, they are more
likely o acoepd the ddea. A 15789 Cali-
fornkstudy showed that solar panels
on & household's rool are highly ob-
servable and the typleal solar adopler
ahowed his/her equipment to about
six of his/her peers (Rogers et al.
1974). Like the salar sdopliers., farm-
ers who observe the safely Innova-
tons and realise the benefits may
embrace them mone readiby.

How and by whom information
aboul the Innovatlon s communi-
cated 1o the [rming population is
erucial to the success of the diifusion
process. The muss modia ane an im-

poriant lUnk in this cemmunication
chaln. The majerity of farmers own
television sets, and mosl, If not all
have radics. A large proportion of

pacted how the farmer recebves Infor-
mation, Interpersonal channels are
often more Imporiant in persuwsding
an Individual to adopt an kiea, espe-
clalky Hihe interpersonal chanme] inks
twoor more Individuals whoare near-
peers (Rogers, 1983).

Another Important element In
the difusion process Is Ume. The
amoeunt of Ume belween when the
Individual leams about an nneva-
ton and the Hme he/she actually
adopts or rejects i should be consid-
ered s agrbeuliural safe by and health
materiala are belng - Farm-
ers often think change will cost them
Ume and money. Il we can convinee
them that safety praciices will aclu-
ally save them Umeand moncy inthe
form of health and their well being,
they may aceepd these Innovallong
more reacdily,

A lanchmark difuston study was
carried ot by lowa Stale Unbversily In
the 1840, The Investigation focused on
the diffuston of lyboid seed comm o lown
Ermsers. Hybeid seed cormn was the re-
sult of twenty years of genetic research
by agricultural sclentists, The new hy-
bricl seexd Incressed comytelds by about
20 percent, withatood drought better
arwd was better sulled 1o harvesting by
mechanical com plckers, [n 1928, this
high-techsesd com was made available
to Ievamy Ermers. and was promoled by
e Towa Agriculiuml Extenesbon Servioe
and commercial seod companics. The
hybrid sced spread rapidly and by
1841, the innovation was adopled
by almost 100 percent of lowa
farmers (Rogers, 1983).

Inorder toduplicat e it sucocss-
ful diffusion efforts (n other arcas of

Published by New Prairie PHigasppi of Applicd Communications, Vel. 76, No. 2, 1a3ls
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agriculture, the lowa Agriculiural
Experiment Statlon sponsored a re-
search project (o give them some
answers, Researchers were Interested
in knowing, for inslance, wiy some
Exrrowers weadled thirlsen years tomdopt
whille cthera adapted the innovation
almost immediately [Rogers, 1546:3),

Professor Ryan and grasduate siu-
dent MNeal Gross selected two amall
lowa communiiies and Interviewed
all 258 frmers Iving In the area,
Gross ashed fBrmers when they had
decided to adopt hybekd com, the
eommunication channeks used al each
stage of the Innovation-declabon pro-
cess, and how much of thelr comn
acreafe was planted in the new hy-
Barkd vardety (Rogers, 1983). The sur-
veyors also asked the fumers about
thelr Frrmal education, age, farm skee,
Incame, and olher variables,

The results of the sunvey lokd
resenrchers a kel aboul the sdoplers
and the mlde communication played
In the diffusion process. According ta
the study, the aversge [rmer heard
about the hybrid seed from a sales-
person, bul nelghbors were the most
frequent channel leading fo persua-
alon. The frmer-to-farmer exchange
of personal experiences with the use
of thie hybirkd seed see med to lie at the
heart of the diffusion. This confinms
ihe sockdd organbailen and group
norrs theories discuisasd enrtler In
this paper. When thess poaitbee expe-
rlences were accumulated by Grmers.
[especially the Innovators and early
adoplers] and exchanged within the
commumnity, the mie of adoplion ln-
creased significantly (Rogers, 1983).

Fyan and Gross comparcd the
hybrid corn spread In the two lowa
communities o a kind of "soclal
snowball,” They were one of the first
toaubatantiate this “snowball effect”
and prove that the heart of the diff-
slon process consksis of inlerper

:-7an rk exrh fal
https./ newp%fr}gf)?ess.cﬂﬁac?\fg%ﬁss s

madeling belween those Indbviduals
who had alreacy adopted and those
who then would be nfluenced to do
50 [Rogers, 15946:3),

What factors influence farmers
ie adopl a new practice or Innoas-
ton? And what makes them differ-
ent from nonadopters? Research in
the Midwestern Uniled Stales -
cates that adopters have different
characteristies from farmers who de
net adopt new practoss, A report In
Rural Socielogical Soclely (1952)
showed that adopters have more
education than others, have a high
level of participation In general farm
organizatiens and cooperatives, and
have ehildren in 4-H clubs or veca-
Uonal agriculiure. It will probably
come as ne surprise thal Innovation
adopters also have contact with new
Keas through bulletins, farm maga-
2ines and newspapers, and aee risk-
Lakers rather than securiiy-seekers.,

The mass medla can greathy as-
slst the diffusion process and help
spresd the word aboutl agriculiurml
safety nrd health, A 1963 atedy In
Costa Rica investigated the relation-
ship between the mass medla and
the dilfusion of agricullural, health
and soclal education Innsvations.
Om a volunlary basls, small groups
of villagers Hstened to weekly radio
programs, discussed them and sum-
marksed thelr discussion to the radio
programmer while another group
participated In o reading reatment.
The agriculiural innovations chosen
for the communications included:
soll conservation, use of ferlillsers,
use of tractors, general mechankbes-
tion, and use of inascclcldes, The
radio-farm forum and reading pro-
grams continued on a weekly basis
for approximalely one vear [(Hoy,
Walsanen & Rogers, 19649).

The results of the study suggest
that the radio forum technbguee has

greater impact than the peading treat -

DO ourg] 106 14083l ¢b Communications, Val, 78, No. 2, 1092/8
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ments, However, the Mndings are
bound by a Ume dimenslon which
was relalbvely short [Hoy, Walsanen
& Fogers, 1969). Although, this was
just one porilon of the research, it
does show the influence the media
can hove in assisting to diffuse an
Innovatlon. Considered broadly,
meany slimull communicated through
muess medin may be viewed na edu-
cattonal influences.

Conclughn

While there are many Ltheorles
that could be appbed to the ssue of
agricultural safely and health, the
sockd organtmtion and diffuskon theo-
rles are among the mast Important
conslmucts o consider. Because of
the epporiunity for interaction, these
twor theorles work very well together
and should be utiliaed lo comemuend-
cale safety and health infsrmation,

The farming community. like
olher sub-cultures In Amerlca, rep-
resents Iis own sel of values, atdl-
tusebes and tradilions. There dre even
varkos sub-groups within the foem-
g community. Dalry famers, wheat
farmers and cattle ranchers all have
very different inlereats. Each group
should be recognized for its particu-
lar sensitbvities, Untll this is aceom-
plished, the diffusion process cans
nel be successful,

Because of the nalure of the dif-
fuston theory, understanding the
groups” soclal cullure or system I8
paramount b iis success. Applying
the tew constructs should resull in
maore eficlent agricullural safely and
heallth Extenalon p

While the ragic case of John
Thoempson will serve as a conslant
reminder to some people of the dan-
pers of farming, other frmers and
ranchers will necd more education.
ol Serbner, o 13 -year-odd Arknn-
sas boy whose hands were ma
In farm machineny, sald he gol help

Published by New Prairie Riesspddi¥ of Applicd Communlcations, Wol. 78, No. 3, 18027 7

after recalling the story of John
Thampson. Scrivner sadd he remem-
bered secing on the tebevialon show
Rescue §-1-1 how Thompson got inlo
his house after having his arms sev-
ered, Like Thompson, Scrivier also
opened the door with his mouth
("Teen's Examphe.” 15€63).

These graphic examples paint a
grim pletlure of the hazards of farm-
ing. Increased attention by the me-
dia and comprehensive educatbonal
programa can premode agriculiural
safely and health. Bul before these
programs can be truly effecihe, an
in-depih review of the soclal organd-
zation, group norm and diffusion
theartes must be Inltiated.
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