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This EDIS document is the second in a series describing 
differences in perceptions of agricultural water use between 
the general public and local officials in Florida. This 
study can be used to assist Extension educators and the 
agricultural industry at large in the development of strate-
gies that can be used to inform people about the realities 
of agricultural water use in Florida. The series includes the 
following EDIS documents:

1.	Attitudes and Perceptions of Agricultural Water Use in 
Florida Expressed by the General Public and Local Of-
ficials, http://edis.ifas.ufl.edu/wc248

2.	Differences in Perceptions of Agricultural Water Use 
Between the General Public and Local Officials, http://edis.
ifas.ufl.edu/wc249

3.	How the General Public and Local Officials Prefer to Learn 
about Agricultural Water Use in Florida, http://edis.ifas.
ufl.edu/wc247

Introduction
Florida is bordered by water on three sides; however, 
freshwater shortages remain a constant challenge (Barnett, 
2007). In addition, water issues in Florida have recently 
spurred legal action within the state and between other 
states in the southern part of the United States (Greenberg, 
2009), leading to increased media attention, specifically 

in the area of agricultural water use. Due to the scarcity 
of water resources among states and the influx of people, 
balancing agriculture and public water needs has become 
a contentious issue (Schaible & Aillery, 2012; Young & 
Dhanda, 2013). Agricultural irrigation is expected to 
increase by 7.5% in Florida between 2010 and 2030 (Florida 
Department of Environmental Protection, 2013). Florida’s 
population also continues to increase and with it, the public 
demand for water. Therefore, dialogue must take place to 
educate and inform the general public and local officials 
about the reality of agricultural water use.

Differences in Perceptions 
between the General Public and 
Local Officials
Research has demonstrated that there is an extensive public 
lack of knowledge regarding water quantity and quality 
(Lamm, Lamm, & Carter, 2015), and there continues to be 
many misconceptions surrounding the impact of agricul-
tural water use among the public (USDA, 2006). These 
misconceptions may be credited to negative media coverage 
(Gaines, 2014; Lamm, Taylor, & Lamm, 2016; Whitaker & 
Dryer, 2000), which greatly influences public perception.

Previous research has also shown that knowledge gaps exist 
between the general public and local officials, especially 
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around environmental issues and particularly agricultural 
water use. These gaps can be attributed to local officials’ 
advanced levels of behavioral involvement with water 
due to their (political campaign involvement, social com-
munication, and attending lectures) higher social status, 
higher level of education, and unique access to information 
needed to make decisions within their communities (Kwak, 
1999). Despite these differences, it is expected that local 
officials are making decisions, including those that impact 
agricultural water use through permits and regulations, 
based on what their constituents believe and want for their 
communities. What remains unknown, however, is whether 
local officials’ perceptions of agricultural water use match 
those of the public they serve.

Differences in Agricultural Water 
Use Perceptions
To determine if significant differences existed between the 
general public and local officials, a survey was developed 
asking about participants’ perceptions of agricultural water 
use. The general public and local officials were given the 
same survey. The survey instrument was created using the 
2012 RBC Canadian Water Attitudes Study (Patterson, 
2012) as a basis and then adjusted to address Florida 
issues. An online survey was used to measure attitudes 
and perceptions towards agricultural water use of both the 
general public and local county commissioners, county 
clerks, and county mangers in Florida.

Respondents were given a series of phrases such as “When 
it comes to protecting water in Florida, farmers are...” and 
the respondent was asked to select between two different 
terms that best expressed their views such as good/bad. 
Next, a score was assigned based on numerical value with 
one representing a negative attitude and five representing a 
positive attitude.

To gain a better understanding of how respondents perceive 
agricultural water use, they were also asked to indicate 
their level of agreement or disagreement on the following: 
trust in water and protection, use of resources, relationship 
with the natural environment. Responses were selected on 
a five-point scale (ranging from 1— Strongly Disagree to 
5—Strongly Agree). To determine trust in agricultural water 
use, statements such as “farmers can be relied upon to keep 
their promises when it comes to water use” were placed in 
the scale. The four statements were then combined to create 
a scale and later examined to be trustworthy.

Comparing Responses from the 
General Public and Local Officials
The two groups were compared to see if there were dif-
ferences in attitudes, trust, and relationships. The results 
indicated that there were significant differences (Figure 
1). The general public reported a more positive attitude 
than local officials about agricultural water use. There 
were also significant differences in trust in the agricultural 
industry when it comes to water use and protection, with 
the public exhibiting a higher level of trust than the local 
officials. Lastly, the general public also had a significantly 
higher level of agreement with statements indicating that 
agriculture has a positive relationship with the natural 
environment. Lastly, the general public also had a signifi-
cantly higher level of agreement with statements indicating 
that agriculture has a positive relationship with the natural 
environment.

Results/Implications for Practice
These results can be used to create effective and strategic 
educational content for empowering the general public 
and local officials. It is recommended that Extension 
educators and communicators use targeted interventions 
to improve both groups’ understanding of agricultural 
water use (Hahn, Greene, & Waterman, 1994). Using social 
media, blogs, and public radio announcements, Extension 
educators can further explain agricultural water use to local 
officials and the general public.

Since different perspectives existed between the public and 
local officials, educational workshops bringing members of 
the public and local officials together to discuss water issues 
are recommended. These workshops could be facilitated by 
Extension educators in their communities and would pro-
vide a forum for the discussion of perspectives and beliefs 
within a fact-based environment. In addition, providing 
fact sheets and other materials related to the knowledge gap 
surrounding agricultural water use would be useful.

Figure 1. General Public and Local Officials’ Perceptions of Agricultural 
Water Use. Note. 1= Negative and 5= Positive
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Summary
Extension educators should invite the general public and 
public officials to participate in farm demonstrations, 
during which Extension educators could organize the two 
groups into breakout sections that address concerns related 
to agriculture water use. By incorporating a hands-on 
approach during the farm demonstrations, the general 
public and the public officials could develop a broader 
understanding of agricultural water use and the best 
management practices being used so that they are informed 
when making decisions.
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