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ABSTRACT

The COVID-19 pandemic halted aspects of a traditional fair including the agriculture, home
economics, entertainment, and carnival exhibits that were missed by the diverse stakeholders
who enjoy the traditions of this industry. This study examined how fairgoers reacted to the news
of cancellation and investigated fair managers’ communication decisions. An explanatory
sequential (QUANT — QUAL) mixed methods design was used. A survey was conducted asking
fairgoers to recall communication strategies and feelings after the communication. A more in-
depth focus group with fair managers was hosted to understand how crisis communication was
utilized, and if active information seekers versus passive information processors influenced
communication decisions. Fairgoers in this sample did not have a communication strategy
preference and did not have strong feelings toward a specific strategy. Managers utilized training
from the industry and modeled other fair’s cancelations to learn how to implement crisis
communication tactics. Fairs found that stakeholders have expectations for fairs, and it is the job
of a communicator to uphold these expectations when communicating during a crisis. Despite
limitations, the future of this topic can be studied to better crisis communication in the fair
industry.

KEYWORDS: situational theory, crisis communication, agriculture, fairs, fairgoers, passive
information processors, active information seekers, IAFE, communication strategies
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INTRODUCTION

The warm smell of funnel cakes, the happy yells as rides whirl teenagers around, the
smiles of young exhibitors earning a blue ribbon with their beloved show animal perfectly
groomed right beside them—all these emotions and more can easily be seen in small towns at
county fairs or at the largest of fairs like the Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo™.

In late February of 2020, fairgoers, volunteers, and staff of the Houston Livestock Show
and Rodeo™ were expecting their 20 days of livestock shows, rodeos, concerts, and carnival
rides to happen just like any other year; however, eight days into their fair, the city of Houston
and the local health department closed the fair. In a Facebook post on March 11, 2020, the
RODEOHOUSTON wrote:

In the interest of public health, the City of Houston and the Houston Health
Department have ordered the Houston Livestock Show and Rodeo™ to close. The
grounds will close at 4 p.m. The Rodeo will respectfully and dutifully comply
with the City’s order.

As exhibitors, vendors, season pass holders, and fairgoers alike tried to figure out what
this meant for them, marketing managers and communication staff scrambled to find the best
way to communicate with their stakeholders their event was cancelled due to the 2019 novel
coronavirus disease (COVID-19) —a novel disease that would later shut down fairs, events,
schools, and businesses across the world (Seraphin, 2021). While the Houston Livestock Show
and Rodeo™ was one of the first fairs in the industry to close and cancel its event in 2020, it was

not the last (International Association of Fairs and Expositions, 2022).



The COVID-19 pandemic, which began in early March of 2020, affected many aspects of
life in the twenty-first century (Heydari et al., 2021). While businesses closed, teachers taught
virtually, and workplaces moved to inside employees’ homes, communication changed to keep
people up-to-date without being face-to-face. This communication was vital in the entertainment
world, specifically the fair industry. This study will examine crisis communication through
Grunig and Hunt’s (1984) situational theory, specifically the symmetry model and focus on crisis
communication in the fair industry during the COVID-19 pandemic. This study aims to be a
resource in closing the literature gap between crisis communication and the fair industry.

The COVID-19 pandemic changed crisis communication strategies for fairs — the entire
fair industry had to find a way to best communicate what was occurring to their various key
publics (International Association of Faris and Expositions, 2022). This study will examine
fairgoers feelings after receiving communication announcing the cancelation and how fair
managers prepared to use crisis communication strategies for their stakeholders’ benefit. Little
research has been conducted regarding fair industry communication strategies or the importance
of crisis communication for the industry. This lack of research makes understanding crisis
communication strategies vital for not only the marketing managers within the industry, but for
the longevity of the fair industry as well. Previous research has been conducted in crisis
communication, Grunig and Hunt’s situational theory, active information seekers, and passive
information processors. This research will be reviewed to understand whether these theories can
be applied to the fair industry. A review of literature on this topic will be conducted in order to

further research crisis communication in the fair industry.



KEY TERMS

The Fair Industry

As defined by the International Association of Fairs and Expositions (IAFE), a modern
fair includes, “an annual celebration from the community to come together, to share, and to
learn” (International Association of Fairs and Expositions [[AFE], 2022a, para. 1). The IAFE is a
not-for-profit organization that serves agricultural fairs on the local, county, and state level.
Membership totals over 1,100 fairs inside and out of the United States (IAFE, 2022a). The
modern fair of the 21st century has evolved from an industry rooted in agriculture.

Originally county fairs were established in the 1800s as agricultural societies created to
highlight advances in agricultural exhibits and competitions (IAFE, 2022b). These agricultural
societies have advanced into an industry that includes the entertainment and tourism industries,
as well as the agricultural aspect that started the industry. The IAFE notes the difference between
fairs, festivals, and carnivals is the inclusion of agriculture. “But the key difference between a
fair and a festival or carnival is the fact that a fair has several contests involving farm animals or
produce; you will always see various animals or the best-grown vegetables at a fair” (IAFE,
2022b).

Due to the intersectionality of these various industries, it is imperative to note the
importance each has for one another. Van Niekerk and Mathis (2017) explain how fairs are a
combination of both competitive exhibits and tourist attractions that are beneficial to local
economies and communities. “They promote tourism development of the area and drive
economic development and, through planning, develop and make use of local traditions,

customs, and the life of the community as a whole.” (Van Niekerk & Mathis, p. 467). For this



study, the definition of a fair includes a culmination of agricultural competitive exhibits focused
on bringing entertainment and tourism to communities resulting in an economic impact that

allows the tradition to carry on annually.

The COVID-19 Pandemic

The SARS-CoV-2 virus, which first infected residents of China in late December of
2019, spread rapidly across the globe for more three years and was commonly referred to as the
COVID-19 pandemic, originally called the 2019 novel coronavirus (Sheposh, 2023). In early
2020, COVID-19 spread throughout the world. By March 11, 2020, the World Health
Organization (WHO) had declared a pandemic (Sheposh, 2023). To fight this pandemic, health
officials recommended preventative steps to help stop the spread of the virus. Sheposh (2023)
explains,

“among them were travel restrictions, including closing borders and quarantines
for travelers or repatriated citizens; social distancing policies; cancellation of
large gatherings; and temporary closures of schools, universities, and businesses
that they deemed nonessential” (para. 47).

Local, state, and national authorities within the United States mandated these regulations
thus halting many citizens from leaving their homes, including for non-essential work.

After April 2020, officials began lifting the mandatory restrictions and reopened places
of business with restrictions including masking and quarantines if exposed to COVID-19
(Sheposh, 2023). For three years the infection rates, restrictions, and mandates continued to
fluctuate, allowing both times of laxed and strict restrictions. In September of 2022, United

States President Biden suggested the pandemic was over, and in early 2023 many testing sites



and other pandemic solutions were closed (Sheposh, 2023). At the time of this study, “the United
States reported over 103.5 million cases and more than 1.12 million deaths” (Sheposh, 2023,
para. 17) over the course of the pandemic.

Communication played an integral role during the COVID-19 pandemic. Due to
restrictions and regulations, communicating via distance became vital to the success of keeping
safe while also communicating the fast-paced changes that accompanied the COVID-19
pandemic. Social media was widely accepted and used as a form of relaying information to the
public by many organizations.

“Of all the available social media, Twitter has played a particularly important
role in communicating information concerning COVID-19. This social medium
has been widely used by health agencies and stakeholders for their crisis and risk
communication during the pandemic with the purpose of communicating
prevention measures and other related content,” (Poch-Butler et al., 2023, p. 378).

It is important to note the change of communication strategies due to the pandemic.



LITERATURE REVIEW

Within the fair industry, marketing managers are typically responsible for public
relations, social media content, and working to communicate specific messages to the internal
and external publics that are involved within the industry. To study the best ways to
communicate during a crisis, the first step is to understand what type of communicators these

managers are communicating with and what information is typically communicated.

Theoretical Framework

Situational Theory. Public relations can be explained as the building and maintaining of
a positive organization image from its stakeholders’ perspective (Wienclaw, 2021). Research in
the importance of public relations and the application of practices has become increasingly more
relevant with the uptake in mass media and crisis management (Hamilton, 1992). Public relations
specialists aim to use strategies and tactics to promote positive images for an organization
through the use crisis communication.

Grunig and Hunt’s (1984) situational theory explain how public relations can
strategically gear messaging with the specific audiences in mind for the most effective results.
Situational theory contains three independent variables: problem recognition, constraint
recognition, and level of involvement, which predicts two dependent variables or communication
audiences, information processors and information seekers (Grunig & Hunt, 1984). Problem
recognition is described as those who are aware of the problem and recognize an act must be
done about the problem (Grunig & Hunt, 1984). Constraint recognition is the realization there

are limitations and constraints with the problem at hand (Grunig & Hunt, 1984). Level of



involvement measures how the audience receiving this information feels it best affects them as a
stakeholder (Grunig & Hunt, 1984).

Grunig & Hunt (1984) explained that these three independent variables then divide the
audience into two separate communication seeking behaviors- active or passive. Based on the
degree to which these publics value the three independent variables is what predicts what kind of
active or passive communicator they will be (Table 1). Those who actively seek information and
use that information to their benefit are known as information seekers. Those who involve “a low

level of information activity” predict information processors (Hamilton, 1992).



Table 1. An Example of Information Seekers vs. Information Processors.

Dependent Variable

Level of Involvement

Example

Information Seekers

Information Processors

Active- high level of
recognition for problems and
constraints. Willingness to
be actively involved in
solving a problem or seeking
information.

Passive- low level of
recognition for problems and
constraints. Low willingness
to be actively involved in
solving a problem or seeking
information.

Sarah actively seeks out
reviews of the best
restaurants in New York City
a week before her trip. She
finds the highest rated pizza
place and visits the
organization's social media.
She finds photos of their
specialty pizza and reviews
from previous customers.
Sarah is able to visit the
restaurant and be satisfied
knowing she ate the best
pizza in New York City.

Macy knows she is traveling
to New York in a few days.
Rather than research which
restaurant to go to for her
free evening in the city, she
decides to settle on whatever
is available and close to the
hotel that she will book once
she arrives in New York.
Macy is happy with her
flexibility to see where the
night will take her.

Grunig and Hunt’s (1984) theory helps break up the different kinds of publics into two

separate groups: information seekers or information processors. Grunig and Hunt (1984) relate
information seekers to active communicators. This type of public will try to seek information and
stay up-to-date on communication and information. Once information is received, this public will
then attempt to “plan their behavior. The messages they receive usually are more effective”
(Grunig & Hunt, 1984, p. 149). This type of public can process the information received and
easily retain the information. Messaging for information seekers can be used as a persuasive

tactic.



Information processors are passive communicators or members who do not seek the
information but are able to process this information with no effort (Grunig & Hunt, 1984). These
communicators are those who retain information over time and recall the information and use it
for their own advantage without having to seek out additional resources.

The level of involvement in seeking information actively or passively is important in the
field of public relations because it allows public relations and marketing managers to understand
with whom they are communicating (Gonzalez-Herrero & Pratt, 1996). Grunig and Hunt’s
(1984) situational theory argues that publics who actively seek out the information can recall and
utilize this information more than those that passively retain information over time. It is more
valuable to target active information seekers because of their ability to use and remember
information than the information processors.

Grunig and Hunt (1984) explain how the two separate groups can create overlap and
interchangeability overtime. For those outside of the active public category, there is room for
active seeking traits, however, Grunig and Hunt suggest there is not complete crossover into the
active category. “Publics whose members process information often remain latent publics.
Sometimes, they become aware publics, but seldom will they become active publics” (Grunig &
Hunt, 1984, p. 151).

Importance of Public Relations & Knowing the Audience. While Grunig & Hunt’s
(1984) situational theory found a difference between how publics actively or passively seek
information, further public relations and communications studies show Grunig and Hunt’s
findings can help organizations be successful through public relation applications, like

understanding the level of involvement stakeholders’ desire.



Springston et al. (1992) expanded off Grunig and Hunt’s (1984) theory to note the goal of
these public relations management strategies, like understanding active versus passive
communicators, was to provide effective management practices while maintaining
interdependence within the organization. Thus, bringing the notion of having communication
goals for an organization to match the desires of the stakeholders and audience receiving the
information. This notion aims to provide a successful practice for both the organization and the
parties it communicates with requires organizations to learn who they are communicating with to
allow this theory to be put into practice successfully (Grunig et al., 1995).

Researcher suggested a contingency view of management, meaning each public relations
approach is dependent with whom one is communicating (Grunig & Hunt, 1984). “No one
approach is appropriate all of the time and for all conditions. What is the best approach
depending upon the nature of the organization and the nature of the environment” (Grunig &
Hunt, 1984, pg. 43).

By knowing the type of information seeker or information processor an organization is
communicating with, professionals would be able to apply other communication strategies
towards public relations and crisis communication efforts. Grunig and Hunt (1984) suggest these
two types of communicators will take different information into account via communication
strategies that require involvement. Active information seekers will use different communication
strategies than passive information processors (Grunig & Hunt, 1984). Active information
seekers seek out communication strategies used. Today these could be explained as a information

seekers actively following an organization on social media.
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Crisis Communication

Understanding different types of active or passive publics within a community or
organization can help decide what kinds of communication and public relation events to host for
a public to be active and responsive but also assists in the planning on how to communicate with
a public during times of crisis. Crisis communication and management is the way an
organization overcomes damage and crises through tactics and factors designed to combat these
disasters (Coombs, 2015).

While crisis can be a broad term and have different meanings for different organizations,
in general, a crisis can be defined as something that creates stress and demands a response from
an organization (Coombs, 2015). Coombs (2015) differentiates crises into two separate
categories: disasters and organizational crises.

Quanrantelli (2005) expands on Coomb’s crisis categories by explaining a disaster as
“events that are sudden, seriously disrupt routines of systems, require a new course of action to
cope with the disruption, and pose a danger to values and social goals” (p. 3).

An organizational crisis can be defined as the following:

The perception of an unpredictable event that threatens the important expectancies
or stakeholders related to health, safety, environmental, and economic issues, and
can seriously impact an organization’s performance and generate negative
outcomes (Coombs, 2015, p. 3).

The COVID-19 pandemic was a disaster that led to many organizational crises. It is
important to study how to communicate information as it changes during crises —especially
during times of rapid change, like a pandemic (Coombs, 2020).

Crisis Management. Another aspect of crisis communication includes crisis

management (Coombs, 2015). This breaks down how to manage a crisis into three separate

phases: prevention, preparation, and response (Coombs, 2015). Prevention is the process of

11



preventing a crisis before it happens (Coombs, 2015). Preparation is preparing for a crisis to
happen and includes the creation of a crisis management plan (CMP) (Coombs, 2015). During
this more in-depth process, organizations organize and prepare to execute certain processes once
a crisis arises (Coombs, 2015). A response is the specific action after a crisis occurs — this is
usually outlined in the CMP, which is created during the preparation phase (Coombs, 2015).

Before researching how crisis communication and situational theory were utilized
throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, it is important to understand how these have been studied
before. While crisis communication and public relations are two separate specialties, the overlap
within the industries brings the two of them together not only in the role that communication
experts play, but also in previous research Muntean et al. (2013) argue public relations and
communication have become a social responsibility, especially in the world of agriculture.
Muntean et al. (2013) studied how members of the agriculture industry perceive their role in
public relations and “public relations professionals should be deeply involved in helping
management define an organization’s social role” (p. 7). This requires public relations to play
more of a role in an entire organization rather than as an afterthought, thus proving the
importance of this in an organization’s operations. The researcher also found that by including
public relations goals and strategies within all aspects of the organization, the entire operation
was required to be more socially responsible, thus helping to prevent future crises (Muntean et
al., 2013).

This previous research can be applied today to understand how situational theory and
crisis communication were utilized when canceling events within the fair industry. Two variables
need to be further investigated before explaining how this conceptual framework can be

applicable in this study of communication in the fair industry during the COVID-19 pandemic.

12



Communication Strategies. Communication strategies are a broad term for ways in
which professional communicators use different tactics to communicate information with their
stakeholders (Ferch & Kasper, 1984). This may include social media, mailings, electronic
communication, and other specifics targeted toward their publics. For the purpose of this study,
the following will be considered the most common communication strategies used by fairs:
phone call, email, social media post, outside party (e.g., word of mouth, a newspaper, a source
already informed). For the purpose of this study, these communication strategies were outlined
by industry experts who agreed that these strategies are the ones most used in the fair industry.

There are different ways in which organizations may choose to communicate with their
publics, however, there is usually a specific plan for how these organizations choose to do so.
Within crisis communication, certain strategies are outlined before the crisis arises to help
organizations decide the most effective way to communicate to its publics. Most communication
strategies have been studied by finding how successful it was post-crisis (Cheng, 2018).

While crisis communication has not been studied in depth within the fair world, the IAFE
(2022) encourages members to have plans in place for what to do if a crisis occurs. One study
conducted by Crayton (2017) for the Wisconsin State Fair found the need for crisis management
plans is especially high. “County fairs, like many other tourist events have an inherit risk for
crisis. It is important for county fairs to be prepared to manage the many crisis situations that can
happen at their events” (Crayton, 2017, p. 7). While it has been established there is a need for
crisis communication plans in the fair industry, the implementation of those plans and the
response of the fairgoers after communication is received is needed to understand how to better

prepare and execute crisis communication strategies.
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Fairgoers. Fairgoers is a broad term for one of the publics for the fair industry. Fairgoers
are those who attend and financially support the fair industry (IAFE, 2022). Fairgoers are
especially important when deciding how to communicate because there is no one person who
attends a fair; identifying specifics can be very broad and difficult for the industry when deciding
how to communicate, specifically during a crisis. There are both information seekers and
information processors within the industry. Livestock exhibitors would be an example of an
information seekers. These exhibitors must actively seek out information like, the date of weigh-
in, what time they are allowed to load in animals and tack, or the specific rules for each livestock
show. Little information will need to be processed for those fairgoers who bought a ticket at the
gate and chose to visit what is on the grounds with convenience to them.

Communication Within the Fair Industry. Both information processors and
information seekers attend fairs, thus requiring communication professionals in the industry to
use strategic communication skills to appeal to all audiences. As stated, and recommended in
situational theory (Grunig & Hunt, 1984), the fair industry has a need for clear communication
with its key publics to remain transparent and keep all publics involved and educated about what
is going within the industry, usually specific to what is happening for that specific fair.

It is important to understand and distinguish how both communication strategies and
fairgoers (the audience) play a role within the industry and communication. Previous research
within fair industry communication is limited. One study, conducted at the Nebraska State Fair,
researched how adult fairgoers understand and retain information and communication received
while actively participating in the fair and on the grounds (Loizzo et al., 2019). This study
argued that while fairs are within the entertainment industry, they also serve an important role in

the education realm:
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“While state fairs are often described as a time for fun, socializing, and 4-H
exhibitions, a growing need and opportunity exist to reframe thinking about the
potential of these large-scale annual events through the lens of informal, free-
choice science education and learning” (Loizzo et al., 2019, p. 2).

During the COVID-19 pandemic, fairs had to find a way to be transparent while also
adapting to quickly changing information from state and local officials, health departments,
vendors, and many other governing bodies that influence these fairs. While there is limited
research on communication in the fair industry during the COVID-19 pandemic, previous
research of situational theory, crisis communication, and communication during the COVID-19
pandemic help explain the importance of this research in the fair industry.

Fairs play an important role in many different industries including tourism, agriculture,
business, non-profits, and community sponsors. With many different roles and identities, it is
important to understand what role fairs play for their publics. Seraphin’s 2021 study about the
event industry found people who attend events are meeting a fundamental human need. Seraphin
(2021) argues humans will always need to meet in person through live events that bring them
together. Some fairs had to cancel up to two years of events due to the COVID-19 pandemic
from 2020-2022. For some fairs, this was a potentially fatal cancellation, as ticket sales and
concession profits allow for the continuation of the annual event. Seraphin (2021) argued that not
only did the COVID-19 pandemic cancel events, but it also cancelled rites and rituals among
human beings.

Public relations is an important aspect to the world of agriculture (Muntean et al., 2013).
A 2022 study simply defined public relations as, “building trust in the minds of the stakeholders
by enhancing reputation to establish a favorable opinion” (Bhargava & Arakkal, 2022, p. 5). This

includes the agriculture industry. The fair industry is a large part of the educational aspect of

agriculture (Loizzo et al., 2019). Public relations strategies play an important role because they
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allow for relationships to grow through communication of an organization’s goals and missions
(Muntean et al., 2013). Research of the importance of public relations in the agriculture industry
by Muntean et al. (2013) found public relations is more than something that aims to keep
customers happy and more of preventing an issue down the road. “Agribusinesses should be very
concerned with responsibility to stakeholders, as many ethical issues facing agriculture could
have a negative effect on human health and safety” (Murphy-Lawless, 2004, p. 390).

Like the importance of public relations in agriculture, so is the importance of crisis
communication plans within the fair industry. A 2019 study by Pappas in crisis communication
within the tourism industry found crisis communication and management is needed to stop an
evolving crisis from becoming worse. Just like the agribusiness industry, the tourism and fair
industries both commonly endure crises (Pappas, 2019).

While understanding that both public relations and crisis communication are needed
within the fair industry, when a crisis like the COVID-19 pandemic occurs, it sometimes reminds
stakeholders of the importance of having these things in place. Coombs (2020) stated, “COVID-
19 has created some specific communication demands for public sector crisis managers that have
implications for future crisis communication” (p. 992). Coombs (2015) breaks this down into
“six major communicative demands (1) anxiety, (2) empathy, (3) efficacy, and (4) fatigue, (5)
reach and (6) threat” (p. 992). All six of these are the implications of future research needed in
crisis communication within the entertainment and fair industry. While Coombs (2015) continues
to break down the best way to analyze and work through these six demands, it is important to
first understand how marketing managers and communication specialists within the industry

communicated during the COVID-19 pandemic. While there are tactics to best communicate,
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without understanding or researching what crisis communication and public relation tactics were
implemented during 2020, there is an information gap for this specific industry.

Using this review of literature as a guide, this study asks the following research questions
(RQ) and research objective (RO):

RQ1 (Quantitative): How did the communication strategies used affect fairgoers’
responses to the fair industry?

RQ2 (Qualitative): How was crisis communication utilized within the fair
industry during the COVID-19 pandemic?

RO1 (Mixed): To explain the reactions of active information seekers vs.
information processors in the fair industry.
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METHODS

A bias for this study may exist and the researcher aims to identify it in order to
understand and recognize what potential biases may be present in the methodology and findings
of this study. The primary researcher in this study has had five years of experience in the fair
industry. They worked for a fair during the COVID-19 pandemic and played a role in
announcing a fair’s cancellations in 2020. Other researchers on this project use the state fair as a
primary form of recruitment during the summer. All parties involved have interacted with a fair

on some level and want to note the potential bias this may create.

There are many stakeholders involved in the fair industry including employees,
volunteers, vendors, public safety, and other organizations that make it possible for fairs to
operate. When the COVID-19 pandemic led to the cancellation of events organized by these
fairs, marketing managers had to decide the best way to communicate these cancellations to all
stakeholders.

To understand how communication strategies were decided and implemented, a mixed
methods study was conducted (Figure 1). An explanatory sequential (QUAN - qual) mixed
methodology was used to mix the data. An explanatory sequential design is a two-step process,
using quantitative data to guide the qualitative research process and explanation of the first step
(Creswell & Clark, 2017). Researchers formed qualitative focus group questions to expand
answers given by the survey participants to help explain the gap of fairgoers response to fair
managers experience.

Previous mixed method research in agriculture uses an explanatory sequential design to

help explain quantitative findings through qualitative research (Flannery, et al. 2020). “It is
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characterized by the collection and analysis of quantitative data in a first phase of research
followed by the collection and analysis of qualitative data in a second phase that builds on the
results of the initial quantitative results,” (Creswell & Clark, 2017. P. 194). The following
methodology section will explain participants, measures, and procedures as well as the
quantitative, qualitative, and mixed methods analyses.

Before any methods were implemented, researchers obtained IRB approval. IRB#-
FY2023-139 was approved from the university on November 9, 2022 (Appendix A). Participants
for the survey and focus group consented and reviewed risks and benefits before any data were
collected.

Each method is explained in three separate sections to better explain each process based

on the relative method.

Quantitative survey data A qualitative focus An interpretation of the
was collected through group was hosted quantitative survey
Qualtrics. This survey interviewing fair results were expanded
asked fairgoers how ‘ managers and ‘ on by the qualitative
they felt after receiving communication transcripts. Two themes
communication that a professionals. emerged through the
fair was cancelled. The Transcripts were analyzed transcripts.
survey asked analyzed. The data were This mixed data was not
participants to focus on thematically coded. Six able to expand on active
the first communication themes emerged, vs. passive fairgoers,
strategy used and the highlighting the however, it did find that
feelings were in struggles these industry managers considered
response to that specific professionals faced their stakeholders when
strategy. The data were when cancelling their deciding on how to
analyzed using ANOVA fairs. communication the
tables. cancellation.

Figure 1. An explanatory sequential mixed-methods design (QUAN -> qual) was utilized for this
study.
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Quantitative Phase

The first phase of this study aimed to collect quantitative data that represented how
fairgoers felt in response to communication strategies used by fairs. Weight is typically given to
the quantitative data in an explanatory sequential design (Creswell & Clark, 2017). For this
study, weight was given to the fairgoers survey responses due to the influence they have on the
industry. Many fairs, like the State Fair of Texas, credit their vast stakeholders for the success of
each fair. As written in a blog post from the State Fair of Texas in 2015 by Khuu:

“The success of this year’s Fair would not be possible without the continuous
support of fairgoers. Visitors include lifelong fans and first-time guests, coming
from both near and far to experience the 129-year tradition” (para. #8).

This example of the influence a fairgoer has on the industry is what shaped the design of
this study. The fairgoers and their experiences are what drive fairs to continue to be innovative,
therefore, to understand how fairs responded during the COVID-19 pandemic, researcher studied
the phenomenon with an emphasis on the fairgoers.

Procedures. Participants were recruited using a two-part email system. First, an email
was sent from the IAFE to its members, specifically fairs within the United States of America.
This email asked fairs to send the survey to their own fairgoers. The original email was geared
towards marketing managers and other communication professionals who had access to email
subscribers. The email that was sent to the participants was first tested for validity using a pilot
survey and reviewed by communication professionals to compare language used to language that
was consistent with the industry, therefore face validity was reached. Those fairs that willingly
participated then emailed the anonymous online survey using Qualtrics to their audiences. Other
marketing materials were attached into the original email, allowing fairs to share on social media

if they desired (Appendix B). Because the email was sent to a range of fairs, there was no record
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of which specific fairs emailed the survey. The survey was open for two months allowing
participants to answer and complete the survey at their convenience. Before starting the survey,
participants were asked to consent to participate using an online consent form attached to
Qualtrics. All risks and benefits were outlined in the form. A total of 45 responses were analyzed
using the following statistical procedures. A response rate compared to the number of surveys
emailed was not able to be collected due to the limitations of the procedures.

Participants. A survey was sent to fairgoers who received communication from a fair
during the COVID-19 pandemic (2020-2022). This was accomplished by reaching fairgoers who
had previously attended a fair. Many fairs use online tickets that allow for purchasers’
information to be collected and stored by the fair. These ticketholders can also opt in or out of
receiving future information from the fair. There is no public database that includes the contacts
for all fairs and expositions within the United States, therefore, using a membership organization
that collects these contacts allowed the researcher to send emails to staff who then contacted all
members.

According to an article published by Business View Magazine (2022), the IAFE has a
large membership with over 1,000 agriculture fairs and an additional 800 businesses vested in
the industry. The primary researcher contacted the IAFE staff to use their membership email list
to contact fairs throughout the United States. The IAFE staff and researcher worked together to
create a call for participants. The call was emailed to IAFE member fairs within the United
States, Appendix C. Fairs were not required to email the survey directly to fairgoers; their
participation was completely voluntary. There was no way to track which specific fairs
participated. The sample consisted of 79 previous fairgoer participants (N = 79) This sample was

reduced to 47 participants because 32 participants answered they had not received any

21



communication that announced a fair cancellation, thus disqualifying them from participating.
NoJarticipantts were removed for being younger than 18 years old. These 47 participants,
59.6% identified as female (n = 28) and 40.4% identified as male (n = 19). The average

participants’ age was 52 years old (M = 52, SD =13.78), ranging from 21-73 years old (Table 2).

Table 2. Survey Participants Demographic Information

Demographic n Mean SD
Gender - - -
Male 19 - -
Female 28 - -
Age - 52 13.78
Variables.

Communication Strategies. The two variables originally studied were as follows:

communication strategies and fairgoers feelings. Participants were asked to indicate the initial
communication they received from the fair announcing that it was canceled due to the COVID-
19 pandemic. All follow-up questions regarding communication strategies asked fairgoers to
reflect on that initial communication, Appendix D. Communication strategies included a phone
call, email, social media post, and outside party (e.g., word of mouth, newspaper, a source
already informed of cancellation). The decision to list these specific strategies was reviewed by
the researcher and industry professionals, all of whom agreed these four strategies covered the

basis of communication strategies used in the fair industry.
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Fairgoers’ Feelings. Fairgoers’ feelings represented different attitudes and behaviors that

were felt towards the fair’s cancellation announcement. Fairgoers were asked to rate the
following feelings after they received communication from the fair regarding the cancellation:
informed, frustrated towards the fair, at peace with the cancellation, educated, confused,
disappointed, or excited. The specific communication strategies were chosen because they
covered a broad basis of different communication strategies that could have been used. These
strategies were confirmed by industry experts as the most common type of communication
strategies used. Similarly, the fairgoers feeling variables were outlined because each term
highlighted a different emotion a fairgoer could have potentially felt. The researcher chose a
range to account for a potential array of emotions, allowing different feelings to be tested.

The reliability of this survey was calculated using Cronbach’s Alpha. Cronbach’s alpha
reliability test is most used in social sciences, including communication fields (Cronbach, 1951).
A respectable reliability was achieved at o =.750 (Wrench et. Al., 2018).

The researcher divided the dependent variable into two separate parts. First, the feelings
“at peace with the cancellation” and “educated” were combined into a new thematic variable or
summary score titled “satisfied understanding.” The remaining five feelings — frustrated,
confused, disappointed, and excited — were left as individual dependent variables due to the
themes of the feelings being too broad and unable to group into a new variable. The new
variable, “satisfied understanding,” was viewed as a more positive feeling towards the fair,
explaining why the two variables, “at peace with cancellation” and “educated,” were combined.
While the other five were viewed as separate, more dissatisfied feelings, thus explaining why

more were not able to be combined into this new variable.
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Reliability was not tested for the five individualized dependent variables because they did
not measure the same theme and were viewed as their own individual measure. Cronbach’s alpha
is used to measure the reliability of multiple variables, thus eliminating the need for a score for
the individual variables, frustrated, confused, disappointed, and excited (Introduction to SAS,
2023). This resulted in a total of six dependent variables. Face validity was achieved using a
pilot survey and confirming that the survey was legitimate, cohesive, and subjective (Wrench et.
Al., 2018).

The Independent variable, communication strategies (phone call, email, social media
post, outside party (e.g., word of mouth, a newspaper, a source already informed), were selected
because of the range of strategies it covered. Of the 47 respondents, 93.61% (n = 45) selected the
following communication strategies: phone call, email, or social media post. Only 4.25% of
participants (n = 2) received cancellation information from an outside party as the first strategy
announcing the cancellation. Due to the need for participants to answer based on the first
communication strategy they received, and the low number of respondents receiving an outside
party communication first, the researcher removed the respondents who initially heard of the
event’s cancellation from outside parties, reducing respondents to 45 (N = 45).

After identifying which communication strategies were received, the remainder of the
questions focused on the dependent variable, fairgoers feelings. Fairgoers’ feelings were then
compared to see how they differed by the three remaining communication strategies: phone call,
email, and social media post. Participants were asked to answer questions regarding their
feelings on a Likert-type scale from Strongly Disagree (1) to Strongly Agree (5) for each feeling,

Appendix D. A Likert scale is a commonly used scale which measures attitudes and opinions of
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respondents (Mohn, 2023). It allows researcher to use numbers to represent potential feelings
(Mohn, 2023).

Analysis. Five one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests were conducted. These tests
examined the independent variable, communication strategies (phone call, social media post, and
email), to the dependent variable, fairgoers’ feelings (satisfied understanding, frustration,
confusion, disappointed, excited). Each feeling was considered its own dependent variable;
therefore, the ANOVA tables compared each separate feeling including the combined satisfied
understanding variable to the three independent variables, phone call, social media post, and
email. Before analyzing the ANOVA tests, researcher screened data for accuracy, missing data,
outliers, and assumptions. To measure accuracy, the researcher reverse coded the dependent
variable “excited.” While the word choice “excited” reads as if it could be considered a positive
feeling toward the fair, “Strongly Agreeing” that one was excited that the fair announced the
cancellation would indicate the fairgoer had negative feelings toward the fair being held of
attending during a pandemic.

To ensure that reliability for the dependent variables was consistent, the researcher
reverse-coded the answers for “excited”. If participants indicated they did not receive
communication announcing a fair’s cancellation, they were sent to the end of the survey,
therefore, data were not recorded for the remaining questions. The researcher removed these
respondents to ensure no missing data was included. The researcher also noted that in
comparison to all the fairs that exist and cancelled in 2020, this sample was only a fraction of
those fairgoers, therefore missing data could be considered a form of non-response bias
(Sedgwick, 2014). The researcher assessed outliers by studying the standardized z-scores for

each variable, using a +/-3 . One outlier was found. The researcher analyzed the Test of
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Between-Subject Effects including and excluding the outlier. Overall, there was no significant
difference by including the outlier (p = 0.737) and excluding the outlier (p = 0.845), therefore the
researcher kept the outlier. Normality was assessed using Levene’s Test of Equality of Error
Variances and this assumption was met (p > .001). After data screening, the researcher analyzed
descriptive statistics using a count of feelings and five ANOVA tables to answer RQI.
Overview. The quantitative phase of this research method used a survey sent to fairgoers
across the United States to analyze how those who received communication canceling a fair due
to the COVID-19 pandemic felt after receiving that news. A total of 45 responses were analyzed
from the 79 respondents, leading researcher to be able to use ANOVA tables and descriptive
statistics to understand how fairgoers felt after receiving fair cancellation information, which is

explained in the results and discussion section below.

Qualitative Phase

The qualitative phase of the explanatory sequential design was influenced by the results
of the survey responses. Researchers analyzed the data of the survey responses then selected
participants and formed questions to help better explain crisis communication in the industry via
qualitative focus groups. As stated by Kruger and Casey (2015), “a focus group is a special type
of group in terms of purpose, size, composition, and procedures” (p. 2). Fair managers and
industry professionals were asked a series of questions to allow the researcher to better
understand the experiences and thoughts of the fair managers. Focus groups are often used for
research in social sciences (Kruger & Casey, 2015). In this study, the focus group aimed to

answer RQ2.
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Fair managers play an integral part in decision-making processes. The fair industry is
structured in unique ways depending on the organization. Fair managers work with the volunteer
boards, paid employees, and non-profit foundations; therefore, the roles of a manager can vary,
rendering communication vital for aspects of each relationship with stakeholders inside the
organization. The qualitative phase examined how these fair managers use crisis
communications, specifically during COVID-19. Two focus groups were hosted during early
February of 2023. The following method section breaks down how the focus groups were
designed, who participated, and the analysis of the results.

Participants. Data were obtained from two separate focus groups. These interviews were
conducted to investigate how fair managers used crisis communication in the fair industry during
COVID-19. A total of seven (N = 7) fair managers participated in the two focus groups. Of the
seven participants, 28.57% (N = 2) were male, while 71.43% (N = 5) were females in the
industry. Table 3 outlines more descriptive data about the fair managers who participated, also
showing which IAFE Zone (Figure 2) each fair manager represented. These participants show a
range of geographic locations across the United States.

Procedures. After the survey closed, the researcher started recruiting participants for the
focus groups using a nomination strategy called organizational recruiting (Kruger & Casey,
2015). First, the researcher identified specific qualifications needed to participate. Kruger and
Casey (2015) outline ways to use nomination strategies to recruit focus group participants.
“Perhaps the most effective strategy in community studies is to ask neutral parties for name(s)”
(p. 83). An email was sent to the IAFE office asking for nominations of fair and/or marketing
managers who fit the qualifications outlined by researcher. These qualifications included: fairs

that were cancelled or modified during 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic, marketing and/or

27



fair managers, persons who had experience in crisis communication, and those actively involved
in the fair industry who would like to participate in research.

After an initial email was sent from the IAFE office via the same mailing list that
received the call for survey participants, researcher met with an IAFE representative to discuss
obtaining at least five recommended participants for a focus group. The goal was to reach as
many fairs as possible, so recruiting through a generic email and a personalized one that targeted
qualified individuals allowed for specific recruitment to take place. The IAFE representative sent
personal emails to fair managers who met the qualifications listed above. A Google survey was
attached at the end of the email. The researcher had access to the results of this survey. The fair
managers who were interested in participating and completed the survey were then contacted by
the researcher to schedule and assign a focus group time. A total of 12 fair managers replied to
the original email, and seven (N = 7) in total participated due the availability of all respondents.
While seven participants is a small sample size in comparison to the fairs that were due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, this sample size represented different fairs that cancelled at different times
of the year in different IAFE Zones (Figure 2). Saturation, when no new or addition data is
found, was reached (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Thus, indicating enough data were collected for
analysis.

Guba and Lincoln (1994) explain how validity and credibility are different in qualitative
research compared to quantitative research methods. McLeod-Morin et al. (2020) explain,
“qualitative studies are not meant to be generalizable and only speak for the population being
studied, however they should be transferable in a way that allows the researcher to apply
theoretical concepts found in the study to other contexts” (p. 6). Saturation specific to the sample

size was achieved. “In a qualitative study, transferability is most similar to the external validity
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of a quantitative study and refers to the generalizability of a study” (McLeod-Morin et al., 2020).
While the data do not represent all fairs’ perspectives, it gives an accurate representation of these
participant’s feelings and experiences post COVID-19 cancellations due to saturation and
transferability.

Before focus groups were hosted, the Institutional Review Board, Appendix A, approval
was obtained. Participants received the consent form via email 24-hours before the focus group
and were asked to review the terms. Before the focus group began, researcher verbally reviewed
the risks and benefits to the groups, and all participants verbally agreed to their consent. The
focus groups were divided into two separate days and groups based on the availability of the
participants. Both focus groups were hosted via Zoom due to the distance between participants
and the researcher and lasted around 45 minutes per focus group. Studies like Ruth et. Al. (2021)
have used Zoom to allow focus groups and interviews to connect participants who were not able
to be in the same place as the main researcher. This is one example of how Zoom has been used
in qualitative research for the benefit of both the researcher and participant. Data were
transcribed using Otter, an online transcription tool. Data totaled one hour and 50 minutes.
Transcriptions were re-analyzed by the researcher by listening to the recorded audio and double-

99 <6

checking the transcriptions. The researcher omitted common phrases like “umm,” “okay,” and
other common transition phases that did not add to the content of the data. There were 15 total
pages of data to code.

Analysis. The researcher analyzed the 15 pages of data using thematic analysis. A
thematic analysis allows researchers find and create themes based on patterns and repetitions

(Braun & Clarke, 2006). The researcher identified, analyzed, and reported patterns from data as

recommended by Scharp and Sanders (2019). Braun and Clarke (2006) recommend six steps to
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use thematic analysis when coding qualitative data. The following six steps were used by the
researcher, all in accordance with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) recommendations:

1. Becoming familiar with the data

2. Generating coding categories

3. Generating themes

4. Reviewing themes

5. Defining and naming themes

6. Locating exemplars

Using thematic analysis allowed the researcher to find similarities between the two focus
groups and the primary experiences and feelings of the participants in relation to crisis
communication in the industry, specifically during the COVID-19 pandemic. The researcher
identified six themes that explained crisis communication in the industry, crisis preparation, past
experiences being applied, fairs preparation to announce a cancellation, differences of the
COVID-19 situation, and crisis communication in the future. The themes were described by the
researcher in a codebook and examples of the themes were added (Table 5). While these themes
are broad, they give an overview of the feelings and thoughts experienced by each of the fairs or
fair managers in their unique experiences. These six themes will be explained in the results and
discussion sections below.

Overview. Two focus groups were hosted in order to have fair managers and industry
professionals expand on the quantitative data collected in the survey. The researcher used
thematic coding to outline saturated thoughts and feelings towards crisis communication

practices used during cancellations due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Six themes were identified,

described, and outlined by researcher, which are explained in further words in the results section.
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Appendix D. The Qualtrics Survey Sent to Fairs to Send to their Fairgoers
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4/12/23,1:32 PM Qualtrics Survey Software

communities through non-profit efforts in livestock shows, art
exhibits and vendors, concessions, motorsport attractions,
carnival rides, entertainment shows, and more.

Have you attended a fair at any time during 2019-20227?

O Yes
O No

Have you received communication from a fair during 2019-
20227 (e.g., emails, phone calls, social media posts)

O Yes
O No

Have you received communication announcing a fair's
cancelation due to COVID-19?

O Yes
O No
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4/12/23,1:32 PM Qualtrics Survey Software

Which fair did you receive the cancelation announcement
from?

Comm Specifics-Block 3

The following questions ask you to recall the first time you
received the announcement of your fair's cancelation.
Thinking back, try to remember if you received a phone call,
an email, viewed a social media post, or were informed by an
outside party (e.g. word of mouth, newspaper, a source
already informed of decision).

The first communication you received announcing a fair's
cancelation was a phone call.

O Yes
O No

The first communication you received announcing a fair's
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4412423, 1:32 PM Qualtrics Survey Software

cancelation was an email.

O Yes
O No

The first communication you received announcing a fair's
cancelation was from a social media post.

O Yes
O No

The first communication you received announcing a fair's
cancelation was from an outside party (e.g., word of mouth,
newspaper, a source already informed of decision).

O Yes
O No

| felt informed about the fair's decision after receiving a phone
call announcing the cancelation.

O Strongly Disagree
O Disagree
O Neither agree nor disagree

O Agree

hutps:/fmissouristate.col qualtrics.com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetSurvey PrintPreview ?ContextSurve yID=8V_1GImwd5Nso2 TyS0& ContextLibraryID=UR_3k... 5/8
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4/12/23, 1:32 PM Qualtrics Survey Software

O Strongly Agree

| felt informed about the fair's decision after receiving an
email announcing the cancelation.

@) Strongly Disagree

@) Disagree

O Neither agree nor disagree
@) Agree

O Strongly Agree

| felt informed about the fair's decision after viewing a social
media post announcing the cancelation.

@) Strongly Disagree

@) Disagree

O Neither agree nor disagree
O Agree

O Strongly Agree

| felt informed about the fair's decision after communicating
with an outside party (e.g., word of mouth, newspaper, @
source already informed of decision) announcing the
cancelation.

hitps://misseuristate.col qualtrics com/Q/EditSection/Blocks/Ajax/GetSurveyPrintPreview ™ContextSurveylD=58V_1GImwd5Nso2TySO& ContextLibraryID=UR_3k. ..
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4412423, 1:32 PM Qualtrics Survey Software

@) Strongly Disagree

@) Disagree

O Neither agree nor disagree
O Agree

O Strongly Agree

Feelings

Answer the following questions about how you felt when you
received communication from the fair?

Thinking of the first time you heard the fair was canceled, you
felt...

Neither

Strongly agree nor Strongly

Disagree Disagree disagree Agree agree
Frustrated towards the
fair O O O O O
At peace with the
cancelation O O O O O
Confused O O O O O
Educated O o O O O
Disappointed O O O O O
Excited O O O O O
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4/12/23, 1:32 PM Qualtrics Survey Software

Demographics

Gender- Please select the gender you identify as.

O Male

O Female
O Other

Age

Powered by Qualtrics
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Appendix E. Count of Respondents Feeling after First Cancellation Communication
Strategy

Count of Respondents Feeling Excited After First Communication Strategy

Email Phone Call Social Media

Count
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Count of Respondents Feeling Confused After First Cancellation Communication Strategy

Social Media

Phone Call

Email

Strongly agree

Agree

Meither agree nor disagree
Disagree

Strongly Disagree

Strongly agree

Agree

Meither agree nor disagree
Disagree

Strongly Disagree

Strongly agree

Agree

Meither agree nor disagree
Disagree

Strongly Disagree

Felt Confused Felt Confused

Felt Confused
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Count of Respondents Feeling Frustrated After First Cancellation Communication Strategy

Social Media

Phone Call

Email

Strongly agree

Agree

Meither agree nor disagree
Disagree

Strongly Disagree

Strongly agree

Agree

Meither agree nor disagree
Disagree

Strongly Disagree

Strongly agree

Agree

Meither agree nor disagree
Disagree

Strongly Disagree

Felt Frustrated Felt Frustrated

Felt Frustrated
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Count of Respondents Feeling Satisfied Understanding After First Cancellation Communication Strategy

Social Media

Phone Call

Email

Strongly agree
Agree

Meither agree nor disagree

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

Strongly agree
Agree
Meither agree nor disagree

- Disagree

Strongly Disagree

Strongly agree
Agree
Meither agree nor disagree

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

Satisfied Understanding Satisfied Understanding

Satisfied Understanding
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Count of Respondents Feeling Disappointed After First Cancellation Communication Strategy

Social Media

Phone Call

Email

Strongly agree

Agree

Meither agree nor disagree

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

Strongly agree

Agree

Meither agree nor disagree

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

Strongly agree

Agree

Meither agree nor disagree

Disagree

Strongly Disagree

Felt Disappointed Felt Disappointed

Felt Disappointed
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