mining the Role of Agents in 4-H

Dissatisfactions with professional responsibilities
for 4-H may be due to diverse expectations

RUSSELL D, ROBINSON

SINGLE aspect of the Cooperative Extension Service is more
hly regarded than 4-H Club work. Although 4-H holds a place
importance and prestige in the minds of most Extension work-
, many do not think as well of the position of the professional
ing 4-H as of county Extension positions with other types of re-
nsibilities. For example, a study in 11 western states shows that
st agents prefer a position in adult work.* Two-thirds of the Ex-
sion workers included in the study said they would prefer a posi-
n as agricultural or home demonstration agent to one in 4-H,
ren with equal pay. In a Wisconsin study only three out of seven

H Club agents felt their position was respected as compared to
ix out of seven agricultural agents.? If 4-H work holds a place of
estige in the total Extension program, why is the position of the
oent doing 4-H so little regarded?

The purpose of this article is to explore such a question. Studies
made of the position of the county 4-H worker have identified dis-
satisfactions on the part of the 4-H agent. Supervisors, county staffs,
local leaders, and others do not agree on what the role is or should
be. The kinds of insights into job satisfaction identified by Clegg®
suggests ways of viewing opportunities for motivating the profes-
sional worker quite different from the factors considered in the
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studies being reported here; our purpose is to identify some facte
that create problems and tend to be associated with reasons wh
many promising Extension workers choose not to continue wor
ing with 4-H.

In the western states study, agricultural and home agents ind
cated preferences for adult work over 4-H because: (1) their trai
ing fit them better for it; (2) it gave them more freedom for dech
sion; (3) it gave them a better chance for advancement; (4) it o
fered greater prestige; and (5) hours were easier. Other studies cos
roborate these findings. The most frequent reasons given by agent
who left 4-H for other Extension positions or who left the Extes
sion Service entirely were identified in Wisconsin* and Indians
studies as “lack of status in eyes of agricultural committee and oth
county and state personnel,” “too many night meetings and to
many duties and activities,” “low salary,” and “less opportunity fe
advancement.” Time-use studies in Vermont® and California’ sugs
gest that such complaints are real.

Some agents leaving the Service have said they enjoyed working
with youth more than with adults.® This indicates that the position ins
volved much more adult work than was expected. In fact, in on
study over one-half of the 4-H agent’s time was spent working wit
adults—not adult work in the sense of other county Extensio
agents, but work with adult leaders and others involved in the 4-B
program.® In the western states study*’ a little over half of the Exten
sion workers felt it takes just as much professional training to de
4-H work as adult work; one-fourth thought it takes more.

PERCEPTIONS OF ROLE

While Extension agents may agree as to the difficulties and prob
lems relating to the position of 4-H Club agent, there is little agree
ment as to which activities are most important. Far greater agree=
ment was found among members of Wisconsin supervisory team
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lington: University of Vermont, 1952).
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ulture, home economics, 4-H) when they evaluated an agricul-
agent than when they evaluated a 4-H agent.”* This could
because members of the supervisory staff were not in agree-
t on what the 4-H Club agent ought to be doing.** Apparently,
rvisors do not have common criteria for evaluating 4-H positions
they have for other agent positions. Also, considerable variations
e been found between county Extension agents and officers of
ty 4-H leaders associations with respect to expectations of the
of the agent doing 4-H.* Likewise, differences have been found
expectations (1) between 4-H Club agents and members of agri-
tural committees,™* (2) between adult and junior leaders,” and
between the way 4-H agents see their role and the way they think
al leaders see it.*®
Such evidence suggests that dissatisfaction with responsibilities
4-H Club work may be due as much to the varying expectation
to the more readily identified reasons (such as lack of prestige,
k of status, long work hours, or lack of opportunity for advance-
ent). These readily identified reasons may be more like symptoms
evidence of cause. However, differences in role perceptions
ppear to be not so much between 4-H Club agents™ as between

H Club agents and other groups.*®

gent Activities

Evidence of so many differing perceptions of the role of the Ex-
tension agent responsible for 4-H suggests the need for more clearly
defining the role. Even though a recent study™ identified differences
between groups of supervisors, county Extension agents, and local
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leaders, it also revealed some broad trends and patterns that sk
promise for an emerging general definition of the role. In this stué
40 job activities were rated by supervisors and by three co
Extension agents and three lay leaders (officers of county 4-H 1
ers’ associations) in each of 20 Wisconsin counties. These respos
ents reacted to each activity as to whether they considered it {
very unportant (2) important, (3) somewhat xmportant (4) ming
(5) very minor, or (6) definitely not a part of the position of the
agent. Ratings were made on the basis of importance now bei
accorded and that ought to be accorded each activity.
These job activities were classified into four areas of respor
bility: (1) planning and evaluating the county 4-H program;
organizing and promoting local clubs county events, and activitie
(3) providing instruction and educational information to leaders a
members; and (4) rendering personal service to individuals, cl
and organizations.
All three respondent groups felt that planning and evaluati¢
activities were and should be accorded highest priority and be f
ther emphasized. Personal service was deemed the least importa
area of responsibility—and all groups agreed should be furthe
de-emphasized. There was less agreement with respect to the activi
ties comprising instructional and organizational responsibilitié
Supervisors felt instructional activities were being given more impe
tance than organizational activities. Agents and leaders felt orgas
zational activities were being given more importance than instrug
tional. Agents, however, agreed with the supervisors that instrug
tional activities should be accorded more importance. Leaders fé
that organizational activities ought to remain dominant over i
structional.
The following four tables summarize the degrees of importang
accorded these job activities by position groups. Each table include
activities for one of the four areas of responsibility. Home economs
ics agents indicated considerable discrepancy between what the
felt the agent ought to be doing and what they perceived him
doing with respect to more than half of the 40 activities—p
ticularly in the planning and evaluation and personal service areas
and to a lesser extent in the instruction area. Home economics st
pervisors identified differences between how the agent ought to b
performing and how he was performing activities in the planning
and evaluation, organization, and personal service areas.
Agricultural supervisors, on the other hand, identified only twe
activities for which they felt there was a major discrepancy betwees
what the agent was and ought to be doing. “Write reports” wa
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idered to be given too little importance and “organize trips and
" too much. Local leaders cited five activities as presently
pe civen too much importance—all in the personal service cate-

1. Ideal importance accorded® by respondent groups to county 4-H Club
agent's “planning and evaluation” job activities

o and oo o aivtes Ay o AR oo G

with program planning committee 1 17 1 1 1t 1t 1
with other Extension agents 11t 1f f 1f 1 1

in setting objectives 2 1t 1% 2 1t 1 1
with 4-H executive committee 2 1% 2% 2 1t 1 1
srmine effectiveness of program 2 1t 17 2 17 2 2
»sent university in planning program 2 2 2 2 1t 1 2
wort to agricultural committee 2 1f 2% 2 2t 1 2
er with university and district leaders 2 17 2t 2 2t 2 2
ite reports of results of program 2t 1t 2% 3 27 2 2
srdinate activities of local clubs 2 2 2 2 2 2 2

Participants in the study responded to the following statement: “In considering which
ities ideally should be a part of the position of county 4-H Club agent in this county,
sel this activity ought to be (1) very important, (2) important, (3) somewhat im-
t, (4) minor, (5) very minor, or (6) definitely not a part of this position.”
bers in the table correspond to the number assigned the respective possible ratings.
Respondent group felt foo litle importance was presently being given this activity
4 much more importance should be accorded to it.

Table 2. Ideal importance accorded® by respondent groups to
county 4-H Club agent’s “instructional” job activities

R o ctional fob ot Supervisors Agents Leader

raciondal Jo0 ACUVINER Agr. HEc.4-H Agr. H.Ec.4-H officers
rain others to lead 4-H 1 1t 1 1t 2t 1 2

feach methods of organizing & teaching

to leaders 2 2% 1% 1t 2t 1% 2
an training meetings with leaders 1 2 2 2t 21 1 2
develop and/or organize materials 2 2t 2% 1t 2 2 2
each subject matter to leaders 2 2 2 2 2t 2 2
yisit local leaders on request 2 2 3 2 2 2 2
each project information to leaders 3 2 2 2t 2t 2 2
ompany leader on planned home visits 3 4 3 3 3 3 4
wach recreational & social skills to leaders 3 4 4 3 4 3 3
41 4 2 3 3 3

isit local clubs to take part in program 4

* Participants in the study responded to the following statement: “In considering which
tivities ideally should be a part of the position of county 4-H Club agent in this county,
feel this activity ought to be (1) very important, (2) important, (3) somewhat im-
portant, (4) minor, (5) very minor, or (6) definitely not a part of this position.”
rumbers in the table correspond to the number assigned the respective possible ratings.
t Respondent group felt too little importance was presently being given this activity
snd much more importance should be accorded to it.

+ Respondent group felt too much importance was presently being given this activity
snd much less importance should be accorded to it.
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Agricultural agents, 4-H Club agents, and 4-H supervisors #
cated about one-third of the activities as being given too much!
too little importance in terms of what ought to be the situation. ¥
4-H supervisors particularly identified activities in planning
evaluation; 4-H Club agents cited personal service activities. Ag
cultural agents were more critical of performance in instructio
and personal service activities.

There was considerable disagreement with respect to three orgs
zational activities shown in Table 3. “Organize new clubs,” “org
ize fair and achievement committees,” and “secure awards, schol
ships, and prizes” tended to be rated much higher by agricult
supervisors, agricultural agents, and local leaders than by other pa
tion groups.

Table 3. Ideal importance accorded* by respondent groups to
county 4-H Club agent’s “organizational” job activities

Supervisors Agents =

Organizational job activities Agr.HEc.4-H Agr. H.Ec, 4-H ofi

Oversee carrying out of program 1 1 2 i I 1 1
Publicize program 2 2 2 2 2 2 2
Send out letters and announcements 2 3% 3t 28 2 2 2
Assist in finding new leaders 3 3 3 2 3 3 2
Organize judging and demonstration

committees 2 3% 3t 2 3 2 2
Speak at service clubs and groups 3 2t 3 ir 3 2 3
Organize new clubs 2 4t 2 2, 3 3 2
Organize trips and tours 31 4t 4% 3 3 2 2
Organize fair and achievement committees 2 4t 4 2 3 2 2
Secure awards, scholarships, and prizes 3 5% 5% 3 4% 3% 2

* Participants in the study responded to the following statement: “In considering %
activities ideally should be a part of the position of county 4-H Club agent in this cous
I feel this activity ought to be (1) very important, (2) important, (3) somewhat
portant, (4) minor, (5) very minor, or (6) definitely not a part of this positie
Numbers in the table correspond to the number assigned the respective possible rati

T Respondent group felt foo little importance was presently being given this act
and much more importance should be accorded to it.

1 Respondent group felt foo much importance was presently being given this act
and much less importance should be accorded to it.

Local leaders rated five personal service activities (shown in Tak
4) higher than did any of the other respondent groups (“persons
conduct junior leader group,” “accompany and chaperone on trips
“attend local club meetings to show support,” “provide transpors
tion,” and “show movies at club meetings”). But even with two
the activities (chaperoning and providing transportation), leade
felt that more importance was presently being given than ought
be the case.

The apparent willingness of many respondents to increase empls
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on activities of “planning and evaluation” (Table 1) and “pro-
g instruction and information” (Table 2) and to decrease
hasis on “organization” (Table 3) and “perscnal service” activi-
s (Table 4) points to a possible changing role for the agent doing
work.

Table 4. Ideal importance accorded® by respondent groups to
county 4-H Club agent’s “personal service” job activities

nal eivice: i6b Getvith Supervisors Agents Leader
al service J SR Agr. HEc.4-H Agr. HEc. 4-H officers

nally conduct junior leader group 4 5% 4% 4f 4 43 3
mpany and chaperone on trips 4 5t 5% 41 41 4% 3%
d local club meetings to show support 4 5% 5% 41 4% 4% 3
ide transportation 5 5% 5% 4t 4% 43 3%
as secretary for leaders’ associations,
fairs, etc. 5 5% 5 5 5 5% 41
e personal visits and social calls 4 5% 5 4 5% 5 4
nally lead recreation 5 5 5 5 5% 5% 5%
movies at club meetings 5 6 6 5 5% 6% 3
ck and grade every member’s
record book 5 6 6 5 5 6 -}
6 6% 6 5t 6% 5% 5%

clean up halls, camps, fairgrounds

Participants in the study responded to the following statement: “In considering which
ities ideally should be a part of the position of county 4-H Club agent in this county,
feel this activity ought to be (1) very important, (2) important, (3) somewhat im-
ant, (4) minor, (5) very minor, or (6) definitely mot a part of this position.”
bers in the table correspond to the number assigned the respective possible ratings.
% Respondent group felt too much importance was presently being given this activity
much less importance should be accorded to it.

ounty Situation

Only county Extension agents appeared to differentiate the
le of the 4-H agent depending on the type of county—whether
ban or rural.® District supervisors identified no significant differ-
ces in the role in urban and rural counties. Neither did local
aders. Apparently leaders in the urban counties were influenced
y their rural backgrounds, seeing the program as essentially rural.
upervisors appeared to generalize about the position without mak-
¢ major distinctions between types of counties. Agents, on the
other hand, dealing with day-to-day problems of increasing urbani-
tion, saw a difference in role of the agent, depending on the county
ituation. These findings correspond to those reported from another
udy. Boyle and Brown found 4-H agents in urban areas critical
at they did not have more urban-oriented teaching and publicity

= Ibid.
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materials and that the Service was not more closely identified
urban society.*

CONCLUSION

A number of studies make it clear that there is not general ag
ment as to the role of the county agent doing 4-H work. The na
of the role is such that a person occupying the position must, at
same time and to some degree, fulfill the expectations of his
pervisors, his co-workers, lay leaders, and perhaps others.
these expectations are quite different, it may become problem
for the agent to know what he really ought to be doing—what
stitutes the most important activities of his job.

When supervisors and county Extension agents do not agree
the role of the 4-H agent, problems rcgardmo professmna] S
faction and advancement may arise. When agents in the same o
do not agree, misunderstandings and even ill will can develop, 1
ing to a breakdown of cooperation and communication. W
agents and local leaders do not agree, the program can bec
stagnated with each blaming the other for the impasse.

Differences point to a need for continuing efforts to reach s
common understandings of the appropiate role for a county
Club worker; however, agreement on general principles sh
make this easier. With increasing agreement on the importance
activities in the area of planning and evaluation and lessening
phasis on personal service activities, the position of county
worker is being increasingly regarded as a professional one.

* Patrick G, Boyle and Emory J. Brown, “Adapting 4-H to Urban Situati
Journal of Cooperative Extension, II (Spring, 1964), 29-36.

MAN is a communicating animal. We get much of our meaning
for what we are, for the very concept of self, from communicat-
ing—with self and others. We talk to ourselves in order to reach
decisions, to know ourselves and others, or even to pass the
time. Certainly, much of the research in why people attend to
the mass media indicates that they read or listen or view for
companionship—to pass the time.

—ifrom Davip K. BerLo, “A Philosophy of Communication.”

WE CARE what happens to people only in proportion as we
know what people are.—HENRY JAMES.



