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AGRICULTURAL DEVELOPMENT AND AGRIBUSINESS

Grad u ates in these ar eas are in high de mand be cause of the
in creas ing im por tance of eco nom ics and man age ment in the
mod ern global food sys tem, and pub lic con cerns re lated to
the en vi ron ment and re source use. (McGill Uni ver sity)

AG RI CUL TURE IS THE LARG EST EM PLOYER IN THE UNITED STATES, PRO VID ING 21 
mil lion jobs, the vast ma jor ity of which are in ag ri busi ness. (Fewer 
than three per cent of Amer i cans em ployed by the ag ri cul tural
in dus tries ac tu ally work on farms.) Ag ri busi ness is a rel a tively new 
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term that re fers to the busi ness of ag ri cul ture, par tic u larly the
small num ber of large-scale cor po ra tions that con trol the in dus try 
and tend to be less con cerned than tra di tional fam ily farms with
en vi ron men tal pro tec tion and an i mal wel fare. Ag ri busi ness
in cludes farm ers; sup pli ers of prod ucts like seeds, fer til izer, and
farm equip ment; com pa nies that pro cess crops and those that
man u fac ture food; and trans port ers, dis trib u tors, and sell ers of
ag ri cul tural prod ucts. It is a much big ger busi ness  than just
farm ing. Pro cessing, pack ag ing, and mar ket ing rep re sent about
67 cents out of ev ery dol lar spent on food, while only 33 cents
goes to the farm.

Ag ri cul tural eco nom ics is an ap plied so cial sci ence that
com bines the tech ni cal fea tures of ag ri cul ture with the prin ci ples
of eco nom ics, busi ness, man age ment, mar ket ing, and fi nance. It
uses these tools to study and an a lyze the prac tices and pol i cies
af fect ing ag ri cul ture and to solve prob lems that af fect crops,
live stock, and the food and fi ber in dus try. The dis ci pline slants
more to ward microeconomics (the study of el e ments within an
econ omy) than mac ro eco nom ics (the study of the econ omy as a
whole).

Gen erally, the con cerns of ag ri cul tural econ o mists in clude:

Prudent use of natural resources, as well as their conservation

Promotion and marketing of agricultural products, including
crops, livestock, and fishery

Ways in which consumers and societies use limited resources to 
produce, process, market, distribute, and use food and fiber
products

Development of poor and rural economies, both in the United
States and abroad.

The bot tom-line ob jec tive of this field is to in crease
ag ri cul tural prof it abil ity and con trib ute to the health and
pros per ity of peo ple and the planet. For in stance, the United
States and its cit i zens spon sor or con trib ute to a num ber of
pro grams that pro vide food aid to de vel op ing coun tries. While
there are many ob vi ous pos i tive as pects to such pro grams, they
can also cause dis rup tion in lo cal mar kets, fos ter a de pend ency on 
out side sources of food, and lessen the in cen tive to pro duce food
lo cally. These are the kinds of is sues that chal lenge ag ri cul tural
econ o mists.
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Ag ri cul tural econ o mists study data and sta tis tics to de ter mine 
how sup ply, de mand, man age ment prac tices, and gov ern ment
pro grams and pol i cies af fect farm prof its and the price of food.
They cre ate meth od ol o gies, such as sam pling tech niques or
sta tis ti cal mod els, for ac quir ing the data they need. They are
trained to spot trends, de tect pat terns, and pre dict likely fu ture
events. Alone and in re search teams, they eval u ate data and
pres ent their find ings in ta bles, charts, and writ ten re ports.

In ad di tion to eco nom ics, these pro fes sion als are ed u cated in
busi ness prin ci ples – in fact, many of the Ag Econ de grees
con ferred by the so-called land-grant uni ver si ties in the United
States re sem ble busi ness de grees more than tra di tional
eco nom ics de grees. The skills they cul ti vate, such as lead er ship,
prob lem solv ing, and fore cast ing, are highly val ued by em ploy ers. 
There fore, a back ground in ag ri cul tural eco nom ics will open the
door to a wide range of ca reer op tions in pri vate in dus try,
gov ern ment, and nonprofits alike.

Some are en gaged in pub lic pol icy, an a lyz ing cur rent
pro ce dures and in flu enc ing fu ture mea sures. They may eval u ate
the ways in which trends in crop and live stock pro duc tion af fect
the en vi ron ment, or con duct re search into ag ri cul tural trade
pol icy. Fac ulty mem bers at Iowa State Uni ver sity’s Cen ter for
Ag ri cul tural and Ru ral De vel op ment (www.card.iastate.edu) are
en gaged in such pro jects as how in come growth and rapid
ur ban iza tion in In do ne sia are shift ing grain con sump tion from
rice to wheat, and what that means for world prices and US
pro duc ers. They also con ducted an anal y sis of con sumer
per cep tion and eval u a tion of food qual ity that con cluded that the 
coun try of or i gin and butcher wield pow er ful in flu ences on
con sum ers’ de ci sions about the pur chase of pork. An other pro ject 
is an em pir i cal anal y sis us ing con cen tra tion data and prod uct
qual ity in di ca tors that found when the con cen tra tion of
man u fac tured goods in creases, the prod ucts are more likely to be
of higher qual ity.

Oth er ag ri cul tural econ o mists use their ed u ca tion and train ing 
to man age farms, ranches, or ag ri busi nesses, which are of ten
gi ant multi-na tional cor po ra tions. They con duct fi nan cial anal y ses 
and es tab lish pro duc tion sched ules that are de signed to max i mize 
prof it abil ity. They de velop mar ket ing plans to help sell the
prod ucts, lo cate the best mar kets and pro spec tive cus tom ers, and 
fore cast pro duc tion and con sump tion rates. They also help
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de ter mine op ti mum pric ing to sell the most prod uct at the
high est price with the least like li hood of waste, left overs, or
ex cess in ven tory. Based on the his tory of the mar ket, na tional and 
global con di tions, and other trends, ag ri cul tural econ o mists
pre dict fu ture events like sup ply and de mand.

Ag ri cul tural econ o mists are also in volved in help ing poor and
ru ral com mu ni ties pros per, eval u at ing the im pact of ag ri cul tural
pro duc tion on the en vi ron ment, and pro vid ing fi nanc ing to
ag ri cul tural out fits, among other ac tiv i ties. Many also teach at
col leges and uni ver si ties, where they also per form re search in
their ar eas of ex per tise, and a good num ber write ar ti cles for
trade and pro fes sional pub li ca tions.

In this re port, you will learn more about the vi tal and
re ward ing work un der taken by ag ri cul tural econ o mists. You’ll find 
out the best ways to pre pare for this ca reer (hint: math, math,
and more math), and what you can ex pect from an
un der grad u ate cur ric u lum in this dis ci pline. We’ll tell you what
per sonal qual i fi ca tions you should have, and the best and
not-so-great as pects of this ca reer. You’ll also learn more about
what the work en tails, and where the jobs are. And you’ll get a
first-hand look at the pro fes sion from four ag ri cul tural
econ o mists (one of whom is just start ing out, and one of whom is 
re tired af ter an il lus tri ous ca reer). This is a greatly ful fill ing ca reer
in a field that is full of prom ise and op por tu nity, so keep read ing!

EXPLORING AND PREPARING FOR THIS CAREER

ECO NOM ICS AND THE ECO NOMIC THE ORY THAT IS THE FOUN DA TION OF
ap plied work like that of ag ri cul tural eco nom ics re lies a great deal 
on math e mat ics. For in stance, microeconomics, or the study of
how con sum ers, house holds, and com pa nies be have, uses math
to de ter mine the re la tion ship be tween costs and prices on the
one hand, and the pro duc tion, dis tri bu tion, and con sump tion of
goods and ser vices on the other. Mac ro eco nom ics, which
con sid ers the econ omy as a whole, in clud ing fac tors such as
in fla tion, un em ploy ment, and gov ern ment pol i cies, em ploys
math e mat i cal tools like con trol the ory, which at tempts to
ma nip u late the in puts of a dy nam i cal sys tem (like a na tional
econ omy) in or der to gen er ate the de sired out puts.
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Ag ri cul tural econ o mists also use math and sta tis tics to
cal cu late risk and prob a bil ity and to pre dict events like crop yield.
Risk anal y sis is a crit i cal con cept in ag ri cul ture, which is in her ently 
un pre dict able be cause of un know able fac tors like weather and
dis ease and the man age ment choices an in di vid ual farmer will
make.

Econ o met rics is a prac tice that uses sta tis ti cal tech niques to
quan ti ta tively ex am ine eco nomic pat terns and re la tion ships, and
is used to com pare the o ries with hard data.

All of this is an elab o rate way of say ing that you should take
as many math and sta tis tics classes as you can dur ing high school, 
and in clude Ad vanced Place ment courses. Your col lege cur ric u lum
will in clude plenty of math, so make sure you have an ap ti tude
for and en joy ment of it well in ad vance. If you do well on
Ad vanced Place ment ex ams, you may re ceive col lege credit for
your ef fort and get a jump on your ac a demic ca reer. 

Grad u ate study in ag ri cul tural eco nom ics is es pe cially
math e mat i cally rig or ous. Coursework in busi ness, ac count ing, and 
com put ers will also help pre pare you for your col lege cur ric u lum.

Ag ri cul tural eco nom ics works within a frame work of fed eral
reg u la tion and pol icy, so classes in po lit i cal sci ence, gov ern ment,
his tory, and civ ics would be help ful. Need less to say, you should
take any eco nom ics courses of fered at your school.

It is im por tant that you can com mu ni cate ef fec tively, be cause
econ o mists are called upon to pres ent quan ti ta tive find ings in a
way that can be un der stood by peo ple who do not have your
ed u ca tion and train ing – rang ing from elected of fi cials to
ex ec u tives to jour nal ists to res i dents of third-world coun tries.
Be cause ag ri cul ture and re source man age ment are in creas ingly
global con cerns, you should study at least one for eign lan guage.

If there are any op por tu ni ties to speak to ag ri cul tural
pro fes sion als in your com mu nity, do so. Con tact the Amer i can
Ag ri cul tural Eco nom ics As so ci a tion (www.aaea.org/con tact.cfm)
to see if one of its mem bers would be will ing to talk to you about 
his/her ca reer.

Can you get a sum mer job on a farm or a ranch, or work af ter
school at an ag ri busi ness firm? These ex pe ri ences will give you an
in tro duc tion to how ag ri cul ture-re lated busi ness de ci sions are
made. But ag ri cul tural econ o mists work in many other ar eas, too,
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and use a broad range of skills, in clud ing de ci sion mak ing,
prob lem solv ing, data  anal y sis, crit i cal think ing, and
com mu ni ca tions. They work for fi nan cial in sti tu tions, non profit
or ga ni za tions, gov ern ments, and many other types of em ploy ers.
As you read this re port, try to think of jobs with busi nesses in
your com mu nity that would in tro duce you to some of the kinds
of tasks ag ri cul tural econ o mists un der take.

If you are still in high school, now is the time to in ves ti gate
col leges and take steps to en sure you con form to the ad mis sion
re quire ments of the schools of your choice. Ev ery US state and
ter ri tory has a land-grant uni ver sity, and many of these have
pro grams in Ag ri cul tural Eco nom ics or re lated dis ci plines such as
Ag ri busi ness. (The Land Grant Act of 1862 gave large tracts of
fed eral land to the states, which were to sell the land to fund at
least one col lege of ag ri cul ture.) You can find a list of ed u ca tional
in sti tu tions with rel e vant pro grams on the website of the
Amer i can Ag ri cul tural Eco nom ics As so ci a tion
(www.aaea.org/ca reer
/col leges/). Look at each de part ment’s ar eas of spe cial iza tion to
see which ones you find in trigu ing or stim u lat ing.

Just for fun, visit the Teen Scene page on the website of
Ag ri cul ture in the Class room, a pro gram that is co or di nated by
the US De part ment of Ag ri cul ture with the goal of en hanc ing
stu dents’ aware ness of the role of ag ri cul ture in the econ omy and 
so ci ety. There are ideas and in for ma tion about sci ence fairs,
ca reers, ag scien-ce in the city, alternative fuel re search, re source
con ser va tion, emerg ing tech nol o gies, and weather and crop
pro duc tion.

The website ad dress is www.agclassroom.org/teen/teen2.htm

There is also an e-zine at www.agclassroom.org/teen
/agro/ezine.htm
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HISTORY OF THIS CAREER

TWO MEN STAND OUT AS PI O NEERS IN THE FIELD OF AG RI CUL TURAL
eco nom ics in the United States, Wil liam J. Spillman (1863-1931)
and Henry C. Tay lor (1873- 1969).

Spillman, who stud ied both math e mat ics and ag ri cul ture, was 
an ed u ca tor for the United States De part ment of Ag ri cul ture
(USDA) (www.usda.gov), which was es tab lished by Con gress in
1862 to aid in the de vel op ment and dis tri bu tion of in for ma tion
that would help boost ag ri cul tural pro duc tion.

In hun dreds of ar ti cles and sev eral books, Spillman ad dressed
the prob lems of over pro duc tion and low prices, and his con cepts
fash ioned the na tion’s ag ri cul tural pol icy. Spillman ad vised
farm ers to ro tate crops and to in te grate live stock, and in structed
them in plant ge net ics. He was a trail blazer in the field of farm
man age ment by con duct ing re search into how the most
prof it able farms were op er ated and the ef fect of such fac tors as
dis tance from mar kets, leas ing deals, cli mate, soils, and farm ing
meth ods. He helped de velop co op er a tive, ed u ca tional, and
out reach pro grams that have since be come the Ag ri cul tural
Ex ten sion Ser vice. Spillman also ded i cated his ca reer to such
is sues as sustainability and the law of di min ish ing re turns (an
eco nomic prin ci ple that has more in put yield ing less out put) that
are still crit i cally rel e vant to day.

By 1909, the term “farm eco nom ics” was reg u larly used at the 
USDA, and the fol low ing year, the Amer i can Farm Man age ment
As so ci a tion was es tab lished, with Spillman as its first pres i dent. In 
1919, the Amer i can Farm Man age ment As so ci a tion merged with
the As so ci a tion of Ag ri cul tural Econ o mists to form the Amer i can
Farm Eco nomics As so ci a tion, now the Amer i can Ag ri cul tural
Eco nom ics As so ci a tion. The In ter na tional As so ci a tion of
Ag ri cul tural Econ o mists was founded in 1929 by 50 ag ri cul tural
econ o mists from 11 coun tries.

Henry C. Tay lor, who came from a pros per ous farm ing fam ily,
was the first man ag ing di rec tor of the Farm Foun da tion
(www.farmfoundation.org), whose mis sion is to im prove “the
eco nomic health and so cial well-be ing of US ag ri cul ture, the food
sys tem, and ru ral peo ple, by help ing pri vate and pub lic sec tor
de ci sion mak ers iden tify and un der stand forces that will shape
the fu ture.” Tay lor also headed the USDA’s Bu reau of Ag ri cul tural
Eco nom ics and helped es tab lish the De part ment of Ag ri cul tural
Eco nom ics at the Uni ver sity of Wis con sin.
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As farms be came in creas ingly in dus tri al ized, farm ers formed
co op er a tives in or der to main tain con trol over the mar ket ing of
their com mod i ties, but they still strug gled to turn a profit. The
ge net ics tech niques Spillman had taught farm ers ac tu ally led to
over pro duc tion, which in turn re sulted in lower prices for many
com mod i ties and a downslide among fam ily farms. To re solve
these prob lems, Spillman con ceived of ag ri cul tural al lot ments, the 
con cept un der ly ing the fed eral farm pro grams that pro vided
fi nan cial as sis tance to help fam ily farms com pete and thrive. In
the 1920s and 1930s, the gov ern ment be gan to in ter vene
sig nif i cantly in the ag ri cul tural arena. Frank lin Roo se velt’s New
Deal, which en acted per haps the first truly ef fec tive farm
leg is la tion, gave the sec re tary of ag ri cul ture the au thor ity to
con trol crop pro duc tion. For ex am ple, con trols over how much of
any crop a farmer may plant were im ple mented.

Many other coun tries have also taken steps to in flu ence the
con di tions of sup ply and de mand. But by no means do all
econ o mists en dorse mas sive gov ern ment in ter ven tion in all
ag ri cul tural mar kets. Gov ern ment sub si dies for farms in
first-world coun tries like the United States have been crit i cized
be cause they re sult in sur plus com mod i ties be ing dumped on
in ter na tional mar kets, ru in ing op por tu ni ties for farm ers in
de vel op ing coun tries, who not only can not earn a liv ing by sell ing 
their goods, but end up be com ing con sum ers of sub si dized
im ports be cause they are less ex pen sive than lo cally pro duced
items. On the other hand, sub si dies give poor peo ple ac cess to
things like fresh pro duce that might oth er wise be
cost-pro hib i tive. The wealthy na tions are dis in clined to re move
the sub si dies be cause then their farm ers, with their costs of la bor
and other re sources, would not be able to com pete on a global
ba sis. Farms would de cline and jobs would be lost, and pol i ti cians 
are loath to en act leg is la tion that fa vors poor, third-world farm ers 
over their own. Through out the 20th cen tury, the Unites States
in stated, elim i nated, and re in stated sub si dies. It is a com plex
is sue, of the most chal leng ing type that ag ri cul tural econ o mists
grap ple with.

9



WHERE YOU WILL WORK

TRAINING IN AG RI CUL TURAL ECO NOM ICS WILL PRE PARE YOU FOR A VA RI ETY OF
ca reers in a wide range of in dus tries. Ag ri busi ness firms that
man u fac ture, pro cess, mar ket, and dis trib ute chem i cals,
equip ment, seed, and fer til izer or pro vide an i mal health ser vices,
as well as food re tail ers and man u fac tur ers, all em ploy
ag ri cul tural econ o mists as sales rep re sen ta tives, pro duc tion
man ag ers, and re tail man ag ers.

Ru ral banks, fi nan cial plan ning firms, credit com pa nies, and
other fi nan cial in sti tu tions that pro vide farm ers with ser vices and
loans hire ag ri cul tural econ o mists as lend ers, plan ners, and
an a lysts. Their busi ness and fi nan cial acu men also makes
ag ri cul tural econ o mists well-suited to es tate plan ning and real
es tate ap prais ing.

They also work for lo cal, state, and fed eral gov ern ment
agen cies en gaged in pro duc tion, mar ket ing, credit,
nat u ral-re source man age ment and con ser va tion. Gov ern ment
em ploy ers in clude the Na tional Ma rine Fish eries Ser vice
(www.nmfs.noaa.gov/), En vi ron men tal Pro tec tion Agency
(www.epa.gov), and US De part ment of Ag ri cul ture
(www.usda.gov). Work is found at farms, ranches, and
ag ri cul tural ex ten sion ser vices.

Me dia com pa nies, law firms, and con sult ing firms em ploy
ag ri cul tural econ o mists. Ed u ca tional in sti tu tions rely on them to
in struct the next gen er a tion of ag ri cul tural econ o mists.

In the non profit arena, en vi ron men tal groups, com mod ity
or ga ni za tions, re search out fits, and ad vo cacy groups like the
En vi ron men tal De fense Fund (www.edf.org), the Na ture
Con ser vancy (www.na ture.org), and the Food Al li ance
(www.foodalliance.org) re tain these pro fes sion als to de ci pher the
im pli ca tions of ag ri cul tural pol icy, pro mote sus tain able
ag ri cul ture, re ward farm ers who pro duce food in so cially
re spon si ble ways, and ed u cate con sum ers. The Rockefeller
Foun da tion (www.rockfound.org/) fo cuses on pro vid ing sup port
to “poor and ex cluded” pop u la tions, in clud ing ru ral res i dents of
de vel op ing coun tries. The W. F. Kellogg Foun da tion
(www.wkkf.org) aims to help peo ple help them selves by ap ply ing
knowl edge and re sources in the area of food sys tems and ru ral
de vel op ment.
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In ter na tional or ga ni za tions like the World Bank
(www.worldbank.org) and United Na tions (www.un.org) of fer
op por tu ni ties. In ter na tional re search cen ters, such as
In ter na tional Maize and Wheat Im prove ment Cen ter
(www.cimmyt.org/) and In ter na tional Crops Re search In sti tute for
the Semi-Arid Tropics (www.icrisat.org/) are also a source of
em ploy ment. Many in ter na tional or ga ni za tions of fer the
op por tu nity to work over seas.

Oklahoma State Uni ver sity lists the fol low ing as ex am ples of
com pa nies and or ga ni za tions that have em ployed grad u ates of its 
Ag ri cul tural Eco nom ics pro gram:

Farmers Insurance Group
www.farm ers.com/

Re gions Bank 
www.re gions.com

National Agricultural Statistics Service
www.nass.usda.gov/in dex.asp

Halliburton Com pany
www.halliburton.com/

John Deere
www.deere.com

BancFirst
www.bancfirst.com/

American Corn Growers Association
www.acga.org/

Archer Daniels Midland
www.admworld.com/

Arrowhead Yacht Club
www.arrowheadok.com/

Chickasaw Nation 
www.chick a saw.net/

Col o rado Beef Coun cil 
www.cobeef.com/

Edmond Bank & Trust
www.edmondbank.com/

Farm Credit Services
www.farmcredit.com/
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Hormel Foods
www.hormel.com/home.asp

Koch Industries 
www.kochind.com/

Novartis 
www.novartis.com/

Seaboard Foods
www.seaboardfoods.com/

Bank of Oklahoma
www.bankofoklahoma.com/

US House of Representatives, Congressional Staff 
www.house.gov/

THE WORK YOU WILL DO

AG RI CUL TURAL ECON O MISTS USE ECO NOMIC TOOLS AND PRIN CI PLES TO
ex am ine is sues, and solve prob lems re lated to ag ri cul ture, food,
ru ral pop u la tions, and nat u ral re sources. They in flu ence
gov ern ment pol icy, pro mote en vi ron men tal con ser va tion, pro vide
eco nomic and man age ment in for ma tion to farm ers and ranch ers,
help ru ral com mu ni ties thrive, pro cure and sell com mod i ties,
ap prove loans, and per form a great va ri ety of other tasks in an
ar ray of po si tions for a broad range of em ploy ers.

Policy Analysis The United States De part ment of Ag ri cul ture,
the In ter na tional Food Pol icy Re search In sti tute, uni ver si ties, and
other or ga ni za tions em ploy ag ri cul tural econ o mists to help
de velop pub lic pol icy with ob jec tives such as find ing sus tain able
so lu tions for end ing hun ger and pov erty in the de vel op ing world,
un der stand ing the role of gov er nance in pro mot ing ru ral and
ag ri cul tural de vel op ment, an a lyz ing how ag ri busi ness af fects
world econ o mies, and de ter min ing the op ti mum level of
gov ern ment in ter ven tion in the free mar ket. For in stance, many
econ o mists con tend that crop sub si dies in crease pro duc tion costs, 
de crease com mod ity prices, hurt small farm ers, in ter fere with
trade pat terns, and de stroy the vi a bil ity of farms in third-world
coun tries.
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Ag ri cul tural econ o mists at tempt to an swer ques tions like:
How do farm and food pol icy af fect farm in come, gov ern ment
costs, and trade? How do farm sub si dies and food pro grams
re dis trib ute in come and wealth, and is this a ben e fit or a
draw back? How have pol i cies af fected the struc ture of
ag ri cul tural mar kets? How do pol i cies and tech no log i cal prog ress
in ter act? Does the fact that Amer i cans spend rel a tively lit tle
money on food drive the gen eral econ omy? What pub lic
pro grams have been elim i nated in or der to fi nance ag ri cul ture
sub si dies? How does in creas ing con sol i da tion in the food
pro cess ing in dus try af fect small farm ers and poor house holds?
Have re mit tances from mi grant work ers to fam ily mem bers in
de vel op ing coun tries helped to re duce pov erty?

To ad dress these ques tions, ag ri cul tural econ o mists first
con duct re search. They re view lit er a ture; com pile and an a lyze
sta tis ti cal data; de sign, im ple ment, and an a lyze sur veys; and use
mod el ing tools to in ves ti gate the con se quences of al ter na tive
pol i cies. They pres ent their re sults at meet ings of pro fes sional
so ci et ies and pub lish them in tech ni cal jour nals. They also
com mu ni cate their find ings to farm ers, ed u ca tors, leg is la tors, the
me dia, and the gen eral pub lic.

One of the prin ci pal fed eral em ploy ers is the Eco nomic
Re search Ser vice of the US De part ment of Ag ri cul ture, where
econ o mists and so cial sci en tists con duct in ves ti ga tions in four
ar eas – Food Eco nom ics, In for ma tion Ser vices, Mar ket and Trade
Eco nom ics, and Re source and Ru ral Eco nom ics. They dis sem i nate
in for ma tion via pub lished re ports, mag a zines and websites,
brief ings, and ar ti cles in pro fes sional pub li ca tions.

Finance In sti tu tions like Dis cover Fi nan cial Ser vices and Amer i can 
Ex press Com pany em ploy ag ri cul tural econ o mists for their
an a lyt i cal skills and stra te gic think ing. In this ca pac ity, they de sign 
and de velop mod els for pre dict ing con sum ers’ credit be hav ior
and for de tect ing and pre vent ing fraud. They com plete root-cause 
anal y ses, ap ply eco nomic con cepts to busi ness prob lems in the
ar eas of con sumer credit and risk man age ment, and in ter pret
sta tis ti cal find ings. Ru ral banks also use econ o mists to make loans 
to their ag ri cul tural cli ents.

Some in di vid u als ed u cated as ag ri cul tural econ o mists find
work as com mod i ties trad ers for bro ker age firms, where they
ar range and ne go ti ate sales be tween buy ers and sell ers of
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com mod i ties such as grain. The Se cu ri ties and Ex change
Com mis sion re quires sell ers of in vest ment prod ucts to pass a
bat tery of tests.

Non-fi nan cial in sti tu tions also use ag ri cul tural econ o mists to
pro vide fi nance-re lated ser vices. A large res tau rant chain re cently
ad ver tised for a com mod ity an a lyst to study US and global
changes in com mod ity sup ply and de mand in or der to make
rec om men da tions to min i mize the im pact of cost changes and to
help the em ployer make well-timed pur chas ing de ci sions.

Extension Service
The Co op er a tive Ag ri cul tural Ex ten sion Ser vice of the US
De part ment of Ag ri cul ture was es tab lished in 1914 to uti lize the
re sults of the re search con ducted at the so-called land- grant
col leges (there is at least one in each state and ter ri tory) as well
as to ed u cate the pub lic in ag ri cul tural and other mat ters so they
can im prove their lives and com mu ni ties. Ac cord ingly, Ex ten sion
econ o mists can ex pect to spend a good deal of time on
ed u ca tional en deav ors, such as main tain ing a website that
pro vides mar ket ing, fi nan cial man age ment, risk man age ment,
and de ci sion-mak ing sup port to farm and ag ri busi ness
ad min is tra tors. Other du ties might in clude pub lish ing and
an a lyz ing data such as grain prices or the beef cat tle pro duc tion
cy cle; pre par ing re ports on ag ri cul tural fi nance; cre at ing bud gets
for en tire farms; en gag ing in re search on com mod ity mar ket ing;
and de vel op ing ed u ca tional pro grams to im prove the ef fi ciency
and prof it abil ity of the state’s pea nut, cot ton, and corn crops.

Two spe cific Ex ten sion ini tia tives are the Farm Fi nan cial
Man age ment Pro gram, whose pur pose is to in te grate the fac tors
of pro duc tion with the prin ci ples of fi nan cial man age ment to
cre ate a farm busi ness sec tor that is eco nom i cally and eco log i cally 
sound and so cially re spon si ble. The other is the Trade Ad just ment
As sis tance pro gram, which pro vides tech ni cal and fi nan cial
as sis tance to wild fish har vest ers and oth ers ad versely af fected by 
com pe ti tion from im ports.

Ag ri cul tural econ o mists who work in Ex ten sion some times do
dou ble duty as in struc tors or pro fes sors at the uni ver si ties that
em ploy them. A doc toral de gree is gen er ally re quired to teach at
the col lege level.
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Sales and Marketing
A num ber of ag ri cul tural econ o mists launch their ca reers as sales
rep re sen ta tives, for com pa nies that pro duce ev ery thing from
ca no la oil to feed sup ple ments to fer til izer to grain el e va tors, and
then move up into man age ment po si tions af ter they be come
thor oughly fa mil iar with the com pany’s prod ucts and cus tom ers.

Sales peo ple pres ent and dem on strate their em ploy ers’
prod ucts to farm ers, ranch ers, and other cus tom ers and ex plain
how the prod ucts can re duce costs, in crease prof it abil ity, or
oth er wise en hance the cli ent’s busi ness. Their ter ri to ries may
in clude sev eral states and, con se quently, they spend a great deal
of time trav el ing. They show prod uct sam ples, dis trib ute cat a logs, 
and visit sites where equip ment is be ing in stalled. They fol low up
on cli ents who have made pur chases, trou ble shoot when
nec es sary, and try to sign up new ac counts by con tact ing re fer rals 
from cur rent cus tom ers, at tend ing trade shows, and mak ing cold
calls to pros pects.

An ed u ca tional back ground in busi ness also makes an
ag ri cul tural econ o mist a good can di date for mar ket ing
oc cu pa tions. Mar keters es tab lish pro mo tional bud gets and
strat e gies, ar range co-op ad ver tis ing deals with deal ers, and
co or di nate with ad ver tis ing agen cies. They may pre pare
ed u ca tional pro grams to tout the ben e fits of their prod ucts to
con sum ers, health pro fes sion als, cooks and chefs, the
gov ern ment, and the food in dus try.

Rural Development
Some ag ri cul tural econ o mists are en gaged in ru ral eco nomic
de vel op ment, both in this coun try and abroad. The econ o mies of
com mu ni ties that rely heavily on ag ri cul ture have suf fered with
the con sol i da tion of the ag ri cul tural in dus try into fewer and
larger busi nesses, and young peo ple from ru ral ar eas, see ing very
lit tle op por tu nity, are flee ing to ur ban cen ters. Ag ri cul tural
econ o mists de vise and ad min is ter pro grams to en hance eco nomic 
op por tu nity and qual ity of life in ru ral com mu ni ties. One way to
make ru ral ar eas self-sus tain ing is to sup port vi a ble busi nesses
that can com pete on a global level.

An other tac tic is to en cour age fam i lies to re lo cate to small
towns by pro mot ing the tax ad van tages, af ford able hous ing, and
ac cess to na ture in ru ral ar eas. Ad vances in tele com mu ni ca tions,
par tic u larly the broad band rev o lu tion, mean that peo ple can run
busi nesses out of their homes, so ag ri cul tural econ o mists have
urged ru ral com mu ni ties to in vest in tech nol ogy in fra struc ture.
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Op por tu nities for ru ral eco nomic de vel op ment also ex ist in
new en ergy sources that are mainly ru ral and ag ri cul ture-based:
eth a nol, biodiesel, wind, and so lar.

Agricultural Management
In to day’s in tensely com pet i tive and in creas ingly global mar ket ing 
en vi ron ment, farms and ranches need man ag ers who can an a lyze
and re spond to mar ket con di tions. Ag ri cul tural econ o mists are
spe cial ists in the busi ness fac ets of op er at ing such an
es tab lish ment. This means hir ing and over see ing work ers,
eval u at ing fi nan cial re sources, set ting pro duc tion goals and
mon i tor ing out put, su per vis ing mar ket ing ef forts, ar rang ing for
crop trans por ta tion and stor age, and man ag ing the up keep of
prop erty and ma chin ery.

Ag ri cul tural pro duc tion and prof its are at the mercy of
nu mer ous ca pri cious fac tors, in clud ing weather con di tions, the
pres ence or ab sence of pests and dis eases, and price fluc tu a tions
based on sup ply and de mand. Ag ri cul tural econ o mists en deavor
to min i mize risk by eval u at ing which crop com bi na tions will most
likely pro vide a cush ion against losses; cal cu lat ing when to plant,
fer til ize, har vest, and mar ket; de ter min ing whether it makes more 
sense to sell to food pro cess ing com pa nies (which buy in bulk) or
to con sum ers (where the profit mar gins are higher); and de cid ing
whether to risk par tic i pat ing in the fu tures mar ket. Par tic i pants in
the fu tures mar ket sign con tracts that guar an tee a cer tain price
for goods at some spec i fied date in the fu ture. This prac tice can
pro tect farm ers and ranch ers from un ex pected plunges in pric ing
for ag ri cul tural prod ucts, but it can also back fire.

Environmental Law
En vi ron men tal law is an other ca reer pos si bil ity for stu dents with
un der grad u ate de grees in ag ri cul tural eco nom ics and the in ter est
and re sources also to ob tain a law de gree (JD). En vi ron men tal
law yers work in law firms and in the le gal de part ments of
cor po ra tions, gov ern ment agen cies, and non profit or ga ni za tions.
In ad di tion to ne go ti at ing agree ments, ad vis ing cli ents and
de fend ing their ac tions, as all law yers do, en vi ron men tal law yers
ad min is ter reg u la tory pro grams for the gov ern ment, mon i tor
pri vate com pa nies’ com pli ance with gov ern ment reg u la tions, help 
ag ri cul tural cli ents file en vi ron men tal-re lated ap pli ca tions,
ad vo cate and lobby in the po lit i cal arena, and me di ate be tween
op pos ing par ties in dis putes ad dress ing such is sues as global
warm ing, pol lu tion con trol, en dan gered spe cies, and haz ard ous
waste cleanup.
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Consulting Con sult ing is an other ca reer pos si bil ity, and in cludes
em ploy ment by pri vate firms as well as self-em ploy ment.
Con sult ing firms may be en gaged in nat u ral re source in dus tries,
such as for estry, fish er ies, or land man age ment. Crop con sul tants
use weather-based mod els to fore cast crop, pest, and dis ease
out comes for use by man u fac tur ers of her bi cides, pes ti cides, and
fun gi cides. Some con sult ing firms spe cial ize in reg u la tory and
pol icy mat ters like eco nomic im pact as sess ments.

AGRICULTURAL ECONOMISTS TALK ABOUT 
THEIR CAREERS

I Am a Pro fes sor at the
Purdue Uni ver sity
Cli mate Change
Re search Cen ter “Ag ri cul tural eco nom ics 

is re ally ap plied eco nom ics. It is the eco nom ics of real-world
prob lems and pol icy is sues. I like work ing on real-world
prob lems. That is why I switched from eco nom ics to
ag ri cul tural eco nom ics. My PhD is ac tu ally in eco nom ics, but I
found I liked the ap plied work much better.

I do re search, teach ing, and ex ten sion. My day is a
mix ture of all these, plus in ter na tional work. On a typ i cal day,
I might be teach ing an hour or so, meet ing with stu dents on
re search pro jects for a cou ple of hours, tak ing me dia calls on
en ergy and ag ri cul tural is sues, pre par ing ex ten sion ma te ri als,
and con duct ing re search. I like the va ri ety of top ics and ar eas
of work. I like the stim u la tion I get from in ter act ing with
stu dents and cit i zens in the state. What I do not like is
com mit tee work, and any ac a demic in sti tu tion has some of
that.

Our pro fes sion re quires good math skills. Stu dents should
get as much math as they can, pref er a bly through cal cu lus.
Good writ ing is es sen tial, so also take courses that re quire you 
to write.”
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I Was a Se nior
Econ o mist With the US
De part ment of
Ag ri cul ture’s Eco nomic
Re search Ser vice in
Wash ing ton, DC “Af ter a na ive en try and 

eye-open ing com ple tion of a BS de gree in com merce, I was so 
turned off by the busi ness world that I de cided to re turn to
farm ing. A re deem ing fea ture of my un der grad u ate
ex pe ri ence was af ter-hours vol un tary sem i nars with two
young, en er getic eco nom ics teach ers. They were great and, as 
it turned out, most in flu en tial in my ca reer.

Af ter I re ceived my de gree in com merce and re turned to
farm ing, I had an in jury, and while re cu per at ing had plenty of
time to re flect on what I re ally wanted to do with my ca reer,
so I ap plied to grad u ate school in sev eral places, and chose
Iowa State Uni ver sity. I worked hard, fin ished my mas ter’s, did 
course work to ward my PhD, and trav eled on a schol ar ship to
In dia, where I wrote my doc toral dis ser ta tion on land re form
in In dia af ter in de pend ence. Af ter I com pleted my doc tor ate, I
went to work for the US De part ment of Ag ri cul ture, where I
stayed 40 years. Dur ing my em ploy ment there, I taught a
lit tle, re turned to In dia on an other schol ar ship, was a fel low at 
Yale Law School for an ac a demic year, and had a num ber of
short-term as sign ments abroad. I re tired, con tin ued a lit tle
work in the Ukraine and Al ba nia, and I con tinue to study and
write. 

Tasks then as now in clude prob lem solv ing, iso lat ing
is sues, find ing ex pla na tions, and com mu ni cat ing the re sults of 
the in quiry. In short, I have spent over 50 years in land
eco nom ics and ag ri cul tural eco nom ics.

What I en joy most about this work is “the chase’’ –
pur su ing ex pla na tions, demystifying, and writ ing about what
I un cover. Most re ward ing is the fin ished prod uct (al though
an in quiry is never re ally fin ished).
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There are al ways nui sance chores. My chal lenges now are
fin ish ing three books I have un der way, and some other ar eas
of study. Then, who knows what?

Stu dents who are in ter ested in pur su ing this ca reer
should take a great va ri ety of courses. Eco nom ics asks for a
good ground ing in math. Some fa mil iar ity with bi ol ogy,
ge netic sci ence, maybe phys ics are im por tant, and study all
the lit er a ture and his tory you can find. Learn how to READ,
and learn how to WRITE. Learn how to speak, one-on-one and
pub licly. I also be lieve strongly that young peo ple should learn 
to play at least one mu si cal in stru ment, at least to your
sat is fac tion, even if you never go pub lic. Learn how to build,
make, and re pair things. Run or do other en dur ance-re lated
phys i cal things, keep healthy, avoid bulk. Smile!”

I Am a Pro fes sor of
Ag ri cul tural Pol icy With 
a Spe cial Ex per tise in
Eco nomic Re form and
Ag ri cul tural
De vel op ment in the
Ukraine “As a child I spent 9 months liv ing

on a rel a tive’s farm, and this sparked a last ing in ter est in
ag ri cul ture, farm life, and the coun try side. I de cided to ma jor
in Ag ri cul tural Eco nom ics as a sort of com pro mise be tween a
so cial sci ence (this is where the re ally dif fi cult and im por tant
ques tions fac ing man kind are to be found, and per haps
solved) and ag ri cul ture. I was of fered fel low ships to pur sue a
mas ter’s de gree (in Can ada) and PhD stud ies (in Ger many,
where my fa ther came from). At some point it just seemed
clear that I would pur sue an ac a demic ca reer. In the midst of
my PhD stud ies the Iron Cur tain came down and the Cold War 
started. Ger many and Eu rope in gen eral were very ex cit ing
places to be, so there was no short age of work and
in ter est ing re search top ics, and I ended up stay ing here.
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My work day in volves teach ing, re search, and
ad min is tra tion, in roughly equal pro por tions. A typ i cal day
in volves giv ing one or two lec tures and meet ings with
stu dents and doc toral can di dates. Two or three times a week
there will be a meet ing with col leagues over some
ad min is tra tive point in our de part ment or fac ulty, and
hope fully I will have a few hours to catch up on the jour nals
and work on my own pro jects. I travel a lot, prob a bly an
av er age of about three trips ev ery two months; I re cently
vis ited Is rael, Kiev, and Wash ing ton, for ex am ple. 

I edit a pro fes sional jour nal, as well, and this takes
prob a bly a day and a half of my time each week, and puts my
work load a lit tle over the top. The ed i tor ship will end in about 
six months (af ter six years), and I look for ward to hav ing more 
time for read ing and re search of my own.

The re search and work ing with stu dents and col leagues
who share my fas ci na tion for the work ings of the ag ri cul tural
econ omy are the best parts of my work. I love the flex i bil ity,
too. In the short run I am usu ally over-com mit ted, but in the
me dium to long term, I can pick and choose pro jects – next
year, I could be work ing on com pletely new top ics.

The teach ing and ad min is tra tive bur dens in Ger many are
con sid er ably higher than at com pa ra ble in sti tu tions in North
Amer ica. We are ex pected to com pete in terms of pub li ca tions 
and fund rais ing with col leagues in the States who have at
most one-half of the teach ing load and gen er ally con sid er ably 
less ad min is tra tion to deal with.

You do not have to come from a farm to get into this
pro fes sion, but it is use ful to have some ex pe ri ence with
farms, ag ri busi nesses, and ru ral ar eas (through an
ap pren tice ship or part-time sum mer jobs, for ex am ple). If you
want to work in ag eco nom ics, get a sound back ground in
microeconomics, mac ro eco nom ics, math, and sta tis tics early
on. This will make it eas ier later to get to the fron tier in
what ever spe cial ar eas in ter est you. A for eign lan guage
(Span ish, French, Chi nese, Rus sian, Ger man, what ever) will
open all sorts of doors. What ever you do, do some thing that
you can get ex cited about. There is noth ing more bor ing than
bored peo ple, and just about any thing can be fun, if you go at 
it with en thu si asm.”
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Ag ri cul tural Eco nom ics
Is a Pro fes sion Full of
Op por tu nities! “Or i ginally, I am from

Ger many, where I re ceived a bach e lor’s de gree in food
sci ences and a mas ter’s de gree in food eco nom ics. My
Ger man field of study, Food Eco nom ics is closely re lated to
the field of Ag ri cul tural Eco nom ics. In the US, there are
sev eral es tab lished de part ments that are known lead ers in the 
in struc tion of ag ri cul tural econ o mists. Knowing that Amer i can 
pro grams in ag ri cul tural eco nom ics pro vide a strong
foun da tion in eco nomic the ory and quan ti ta tive anal y sis
along with prac ti cal ap pli ca tions to ag ri cul tural is sues, I
be came in ter ested in pur su ing an ad vanced de gree in the
United States.

Es pe cially in the field of ag ri cul tural eco nom ics, the US
uni ver si ties of fer a greater se lec tion of courses than do their
Ger man coun ter parts, as well as greater op por tu ni ties for
re search. In 1999, I was awarded a schol ar ship to study at
Kan sas State Uni ver sity, where I com pleted the mas ter’s
pro gram in ag ri cul tural eco nom ics. In 2005, I grad u ated with
a doc toral de gree in ag ri cul tural eco nom ics from Purdue
Uni ver sity, spe cial iz ing in ag ri busi ness and in dus trial
or ga ni za tion and mar ket ing. For my dis ser ta tion re search, I
worked on de ter min ing the im pact of food prices and pol icy
changes on obe sity in the United States. My dis ser ta tion won
the Out stand ing Dis ser ta tion Award of the Year by the
Ag ri cul tural Eco nom ics De part ment at Purdue, and it has been 
sub mit ted to com pete for the Amer i can Ag ri cul tural
Eco nom ics As so ci a tion Award for Out stand ing Dis ser ta tion.

Cur rently, I am work ing as an As sis tant Pro fes sor at
Ar kan sas State Uni ver sity. I am teach ing ap plied sta tis tics and
mar ket ing, and I am work ing on de ter min ing eco nomic
im pacts on child hood obe sity. I greatly en joy my work,
be cause it al lows me to in ter act with stu dents, fac ulty, and
re search ers from other fields. I am in volved in sev eral
com mit tees with the Amer i can Ag ri cul tural Eco nom ics
As so ci a tion, and I greatly en joy the abil ity to net work with
mem bers across the world. Dur ing the year, I at tend sev eral
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pro fes sional meet ings and con fer ences where I pres ent my
re search. These meet ings pres ent great op por tu ni ties for me
to make con tacts with other re search ers from all over the
world, broaden my knowl edge, and also stay cur rent with the
lat est re search pro jects.

Ag ri cul tural eco nom ics is an ex cel lent field of study with a 
great va ri ety of op por tu ni ties! Given that food and
ag ri cul tural raw ma te ri als are pro duced, pro cessed, traded,
fi nanced, reg u lated, mar keted, and con sumed world wide,
there are many dif fer ent spe cial iza tions within the ag ri cul tural 
eco nom ics pro fes sion that will match your in ter ests!

My se cret to suc cess is stay ing on top of things by be ing
or ga nized, mo ti vated, and cre ative. Grades are im por tant, but 
en gag ing in ex tra cur ric u lar ac tiv i ties is just as im por tant. It
en hances lead er ship and pro fes sional skills that are not part
of ac a demic pro grams, but that are es sen tial to long-term
pro fes sional suc cess. Ex tra cur ric u lar ac tiv i ties al low you to
face and mas ter a va ri ety of chal lenges, in clud ing multitasking 
and so cial skills. Be com ing in volved en hances your ed u ca tion
and ex pands your ho ri zon of fu ture ca reer op por tu ni ties.”

PERSONAL QUALIFICATIONS YOU WILL NEED

AG RI CUL TURAL ECON O MISTS CAN CHAN NEL THEIR AC A DEMIC BACK GROUNDS
and ex pe ri ences into a num ber of dif fer ent oc cu pa tions, from
farm man age ment to cor po rate sales to ad vo cacy to gov ern ment
ser vice to ac a de mia. Each in di vid ual ca reer field will re quire
cer tain spe cific traits. But there are some qual i ties that all
ag ri cul tural econ o mists should pos sess, or be will ing and able to
cul ti vate.

Be cause of the type of ed u ca tion that is re quired for this
ca reer, ag ri cul tural econ o mists must have an in ter est in and
ap ti tude for math e mat ics and sci ence, as well as com put ers. Ba sic 
ac count ing skills are of ten called for, as well.

Perdue Uni ver sity has this head ing on its ag ri cul tural
eco nom ics website: Ag ri cul tural econ o mists study farm and ranch 
man age ment, gov ern ment pol icy, trade sta tis tics, over seas
de vel op ment, and other re search data that help them de vise the
best an swers they can to prac ti cal ques tions.
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Ag ri cul tural econ o mists are an a lyt i cal, they are de tail-ori ented 
prob lem solv ers, and – be cause this is an ap plied sci ence – they
are fre quently found seek ing a more ef fec tive or a more ef fi cient
way to get some pro ject ac com plished. They are log i cal and have
an in ves ti ga tive bent. Pol icy changes come about grad u ally, and
farm ers may be re luc tant to im ple ment rec om mended changes,
so pa tience and per sis tence are also im por tant as sets. Good
judg ment and a cer tain de gree of in tu ition help ag ri cul tural
econ o mists make the de ci sions and of fer the rec om men da tions
that in flu ence in di vid u als, en ter prises, and gov ern ments.

In their work hab its, ag ri cul tural econ o mists must be or derly
and or ga nized be cause they are fre quently found multi-task ing.

A good head for busi ness is es sen tial. Ag ri cul tural econ o mists
must un der stand pro duc tion, pro cess ing, con sump tion,
dis tri bu tion, and mar ket prin ci ples and be able to fore cast likely
fu ture sce nar ios such as sup ply and de mand of spe cific re sources.
They are of ten re spon si ble for man ag ing fi nan cial re sources.

Com mu ni ca tions and lead er ship skills will help you man age
and mo ti vate a team of peo ple and make de ci sions. In ter per sonal
skills are es pe cially crit i cal for those who in tend to be gin their
ca reers as sales rep re sen ta tives. They will also help you in your
ca reer when you net work at the in dus trial and pro fes sional
con fer ences or sem i nars you will at tend. You may well be called
upon to make your own pre sen ta tions be fore an au di ence of
peo ple who do not share your ed u ca tional back ground or
pro fes sional ex pe ri ence, so the abil ity to con vey ideas clearly will
be needed. For in stance, you may find your self in ter pret ing
ag ri cul tural pol icy for a com mod ity or ga ni za tion, ex plain ing new
tech nol o gies to a group of ranch ers, or de scrib ing in ter na tional
trade pat terns to gov ern ment agen cies. You might be an a lyz ing
mar ket con di tions for farm ers, lob by ing Con gress on be half of an
en vi ron men tal group, ad vis ing a com mu nity group on
en vi ron men tal pro duc tion, in struct ing food pro ces sors on
tech niques for the pro tec tion of ground wa ter, or pro mot ing
prod ucts for a grain mer chan diser. You will also need the
con fi dence to make rec om men da tions to ex ec u tives, leg is la tors,
and other in flu en tial peo ple.
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ATTRACTIVE FEATURES OF THIS CAREER

YOUR ED U CA TION AND TRAIN ING IN AG RI CUL TURAL ECO NOM ICS WILL HELP YOU
ac quire knowl edge and de velop skills that will pre pare you for an
ar ray of ca reers, and there are many ways to carve out your own
niche in this field. You can be come in volved in sales, mar ket ing,
man age ment, fi nance, re tail, food pro duc tion, pub lic pol icy,
ad vo cacy, ac a de mia, ag ri cul tural ex ten sion, and more. There are
lit er ally hun dreds of ca reers for which your stud ies and
in tern ships will pre pare you. As one ag ri cul tural econ o mist
in ter viewed for this re port noted, “Ag ri cul tural eco nom ics is more
than just cows and wheat.”

This is mean ing ful and vi tal work. What could be more
es sen tial than food, fi ber, and nat u ral re sources? Ag ri cul tural
econ o mists in flu ence gov ern ment pol icy that, in turn, af fects
mil lions of lives – al le vi at ing hun ger and ru ral pov erty, for
ex am ple. They help farm ers and ranch ers im prove ef fi ciency and
in crease their prof its, and they also ap prove the loans that will
help their busi nesses grow. They help com pa nies mar ket and sell
the prod ucts yielded by these farms and ranches. They help
third-world coun tries en hance their eco nomic strengths. They
work to re solve the grow ing pres sure on the world’s
nat u ral-re source base, pro mot ing a health ier planet for all
hu mans. And they con trib ute to hu man health by de vel op ing new 
tech nol o gies to im prove food pro duc tion and pro cess ing.

As an ap plied sci ence, ag ri cul tural eco nom ics is a dis ci pline
that solves prac ti cal, real-world prob lems. It is very re ward ing to
make such con tri bu tions. It is also in tel lec tu ally stim u lat ing to try
to make sense out of sit u a tions and fig ure out an swers.

The out look is strong for this pro fes sion. As Mon treal’s McGill
Uni ver sity says on its website, “There has never been a better time 
to choose a ca reer in ag ri cul tural eco nom ics, ag ri cul tural busi ness, 
or nat u ral re source eco nom ics. Grad u ates in these ar eas are in
high de mand be cause of the in creas ing im por tance of eco nom ics
and man age ment in the mod ern global food sys tem and with
pub lic con cerns re lated to the en vi ron ment and re source use.”
De mand will only in crease as ag ri cul ture be comes in creas ingly
global and high-tech.
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Ag ri cul tural econ o mists who teach en joy the re wards of
as so ci at ing with col leagues and stu dents who are as en thu si as tic
about the field as they are.

UNATTRACTIVE FEATURES

THERE ARE SOME FRUS TRAT ING AS PECTS TO A CA REER AS AN AG RI CUL TURAL
econ o mist. Farmers and ranch ers may not take your ad vice or
heed your rec om men da tions re gard ing their man age ment
prac tices. Mem bers of ru ral com mu ni ties may be re luc tant to
change the way they do things, even to strengthen their lo cal
econ o mies. Changes in pub lic pol icy can seem to take for ever, or
may not oc cur at all.

Con ducting re search, such as cre at ing mac ro eco nomic mod els 
and cre at ing, con duct ing, and an a lyz ing sur veys, can be
time-con sum ing, but are nec es sary, no mat ter how much you’d
rather be out in the field im ple ment ing changes and
im prove ments.

The ag ri cul tural in dus try is at the mercy of el e ments that you
can not con trol, such as cli mate, weather con di tions, dis ease,
fed eral aid, and price fluc tu a tions in the mar ket.

Ag ri cul tural econ o mists in teach ing po si tions may find they
have very lit tle time to do their own work in their ar eas of in ter est 
and ex per tise. 

EDUCATION AND TRAINING YOU WILL NEED

AT THE COL LEGE LEVEL, STU DENTS MA JOR ING IN AG RI CUL TURAL ECO NOM ICS
cul ti vate their mar ket ing man age ment, lead er ship, ap plied
re search, and prob lem-solv ing skills within a frame work of
busi ness and eco nomic prin ci ples that pre pare them for
oc cu pa tions on the farm, or far afield: in gov ern ment, for
in stance, and in busi ness and in dus try.

Cur ric ula gen er ally ex am ine the re la tion ships be tween the
ag ri cul tural sec tor and other sec tors of the econ omy. You study
how pro duc tion, pro cess ing, and mar ket ing, re late to the use and
con sump tion of ag ri cul tural goods and ser vices. Studies of
phys i cal and so cial sci ences are in cluded to help stu dents
un der stand the ag ri cul tural en vi ron ment and learn to solve the
eco nomic prob lems the in dus try con fronts.
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Un der grad u ate ag ri cul tural eco nom ics pro grams typ i cally
in cor po rate in struc tion in en vi ron men tal and nat u ral re source
eco nom ics, de vel op ment eco nom ics, com mu nity and ru ral
eco nom ics, and ag ri busi ness. Ag ri cul tural eco nom ics can be
highly in ter dis ci plin ary, and there may be quite a bit of over lap
be tween seem ingly dis tinct fields.

Some po si tions, such as those in ac a de mia and cer tain
higher-level busi ness and gov ern ment jobs, re quire an ad vanced
de gree. Grad u ate pro grams are heavy on the math e mat ics, but
also fo cus far less on the o ret i cal mod els and much more on the
ap pli ca tion of the prin ci ples of eco nom ics. In doc toral pro grams,
the work is ex tremely ap plied, with stu dents en gag ing in re search 
pro jects funded by out side sources.

Col leges and uni ver si ties of fer ing ag ri cul tural eco nom ics
pro grams tend to be clus tered in the Mid west and the South,
al though there are cer tainly ex cep tions. The fol low ing are just a
few of the dis tin guished pro grams you should con sider.

Purdue University (West Lafayette, Indiana)

www.agecon.purdue.edu/undergrad

Purdue Uni ver sity’s De part ment of Ag ri cul tural Eco nom ics is
one of the world’s larg est, with about 330 un der grad u ate
stu dents and 42 full-time fac ulty mem bers who work di rectly with 
in dus try to bring back real-word cases to the class room.

Within the de part ment, stu dents have the op tion of
spe cial iz ing in food in dus try mar ket ing and man age ment,
ag ri cul tural fi nance, sales and mar ket ing, ag ri busi ness
man age ment, or farm man age ment.

Rec og nizing glob al iza tion as an im por tant trend in the food
and ag ri cul tural in dus try, the de part ment strongly en cour ages its
stu dents to spend time study ing or work ing abroad, and they
have done so in Aus tra lia, Brazil, China, Eng land, France,
Hon du ras, Ja pan, New Zea land, Po land, Rus sia, Swe den, and
else where. 

For per sonal and ca reer de vel op ment, Perdue main tains a list
of in tern ships and of fers as sis tance in writ ing résumés and cover
let ters and giv ing winn ing in ter views. 
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Op por tu nities for ex tra cur ric u lar in volve ment in clude the
Ag ri cul tural Coun cil; Ag ri cul tural Eco nomic En voys, and the
Ag ri busi ness/NAMA Club. 

University of Wisconsin (Madison)

www.aae.wisc.edu

The na tion’s first ag ri cul tural eco nom ics de part ment was
es tab lished at the Uni ver sity of Wis con sin-Mad i son. To day,
stu dents ma jor ing in Ag ri cul tural and Ap plied Eco nom ics study:

Management and marketing in agricultural, food and natural
resource businesses

Global markets and trade

Agricultural production and technical change

Markets and prices in the food system

En vi ron men tal and nat u ral re source eco nom ics

Growth and de vel op ment in low-in come econ o mies

State and local economics

Natural resources and sustainable development

The uni ver sity’s Ag ri cul tural Busi ness Club helps stu dents
learn about pro fes sional learn ing op por tu ni ties, in clud ing
in tern ships. Mem bers take road trips to the Chi cago Board of
Trade, the Chi cago Mer can tile Ex change, and the Fed eral Re serve.
Mad i son’s stu dent chap ter of the Na tional Agri-Mar keting
As so ci a tion com petes with other chap ters in a na tional mar ket ing 
com pe ti tion, en abling par tic i pants to learn about launch ing a
prod uct and at tract ing the at ten tion of po ten tial em ploy ers.
Stu dents also in tern in such fields as mar ket ing, com mod ity
trad ing, ag ri cul tural pro duc tion, nat u ral re sources, food
pro cess ing, and gov ern ment agency ser vice.

Texas A&M University (College Station)

agecon.tamu.edu

The De part ment of Ag ri cul tural Eco nom ics at Texas A&M is
de vised to of fer stud ies re lated to ag ri cul tural, food, man a ge rial,
and re source eco nom ics to aid sound de ci sion-mak ing de ci sions in 
such ar eas as ag ri busi ness, nat u ral re sources, and com mu ni ties.
The Ag ri cul tural Eco nom ics de gree is avail able in food and fi ber
mar ket ing, farm and ranch man age ment, and re source eco nom ics 
op tions.
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Texas A&M’s ex ten sive ex ten sion eco nom ics pro grams are
de signed to help ag ri cul tural pro duc ers over come chal lenges and
ob tain the most up-to-date man age ment prin ci ples, and to
fur nish pol icymak ers with the in for ma tion they need to en gi neer
ef fi cient, ef fec tive strat e gies. Out reach, and re search ef forts
in clude Farm As sis tance (trmep.tamu.edu/farm.htm), To mor row’s
Top Ag ri cul tural Pro ducers (tepap.tamu.edu/), the Ag ri cul tural and 
Food Pol icy Cen ter (www.afpc.tamu.edu/), and the Cen ter of
North Amer i can Studies (cnas.tamu.edu/), and Ag ri cul ture Mar ket
Re search (agrinet.tamu.edu/tamrc/).

Oklahoma State University (Stillwater)

agecon.okstate.edu/

 Stu dents may se lect ma jors in ag ri cul tural eco nom ics or
ag ri busi ness and can spe cial ize in one of eight op tions (such as
in ter na tional ag ri cul tural mar ket ing). Some key courses in clude:

Introduction To Agricultural Economics Theories of production,
marketing, role of agriculture in the economy; policies.

Quantitative Methods in Agricultural Economics Indices,
graphics, budgeting, discounting, statistical measures,
microcomputers, and price analysis.

Agricultural Production Marketing and Sales Identifying
customers and customer needs and establishing relationships.
Requires spending a day with a salesperson and making a sales 
presentation.

Natural Resource Economics Applications of microeconomic
theory to the management of soil, water, and other resources;
supply and demand, resource allocation, rights of ownership,
taxation, police power, and eminent domain.

Quantitative Price Analysis Quantitative analysis of agricultural
supply and demand in situations involving risk and uncertainty.

Commodity Futures Markets Mechanics of trading, aspects of
commodity prices, strategies, regulation.

International Agricultural Markets. Theory of trade and
monetary flows, national trade policies, world market
structures, impact of trade on the domestic agricultural
industry.
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Advanced Farm and Ranch Management 
Use of spreadsheets to perform production planning and
analysis with linear programming, simulations, and other tools. 
Use of information systems in analyzing resource allocation
and in managing an individual farm or ranch business.

Environmental Economics and Resource Development
Economic, social, and political factors relating to conservation,
natural resource development and environmental quality.
Valuation of prices and resources. Analysis of policy and the
role of public and private agencies in conservation and
development.

In tern ships are a part of the pro gram and in clude su per vised
work ex pe ri ence with ap proved em ploy ers like banks, farm credit
ser vices, ag ri cul ture chem i cal firms, Soil Con ser va tion Ser vices,
and Con gres sio nal of fices. There is also a re quired course in
Pro fes sional Ca reer De vel op ment, and there are op por tu ni ties for
in ter na tional travel. In the un likely event your col lege or
uni ver sity does not spon sor in tern ships, you can find a list ing on
the website of the Amer i can Ag ri cul tural Econ o mists
(www.aaea.org/classifieds/).

WHAT YOU WILL EARN

SAL ARIES FOR AG RI CUL TURAL ECON O MISTS CAN VARY CON SID ER ABLY
de pend ing on the em ployee’s level of ed u ca tion at tained.
Ad vanced de grees jus tify larger earn ings, and some times
ap pli cants with dou ble ma jors at the un der grad u ate level can
com mand higher sal a ries. Your num ber of years in the pro fes sion,
pre vail ing wages and cost of liv ing in the geo graph ical lo ca tion
where the job is sit u ated, and level of re spon si bil ity, also will
af fect your earn ings. Gen erally, pri vate-sec tor po si tions pay better 
than gov ern ment jobs. Nonprofits are at the low end of the
spec trum.

Uni ver sities grad u at ing stu dents with de grees in ag ri cul tural
eco nom ics main tain that the av er age start ing sal a ries in this
pro fes sion range from $30,000 to $40,000. This may be a bit
op ti mis tic, since the start ing sal ary of fered by the fed eral
gov ern ment for an em ployee with a bach e lor’s de gree in
eco nom ics is be tween about $25,000 and $30,000, and the up per
limit is for those with ex em plary ac a demic re cords. These fig ures
re fer to all econ o mists, not just those in the ag ri cul tural spe cialty.
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Sal aries rise sig nif i cantly with ed u ca tion and ex pe ri ence.
Those hold ing mas ter’s de grees are el i gi ble for po si tions with the
US gov ern ment that start at over $37,500 per year, and PhDs start 
at be tween roughly $45,000 and $55,000, de pend ing upon work
ex pe ri ence. The fed eral gov ern ment pays se nior econ o mists nearly 
$90,000 a year, on av er age. How ever, the over all sal ary of the
av er age ag ri cul tural econ o mist is es ti mated at closer to $75,000
per year, while the top 10 per cent of all econ o mists work ing for
pri vate com pa nies earn $125,000 and up.

Ca reer ists who are not em ployed spe cif i cally as ag ri cul tural
econ o mists may face a dif fer ent pay struc ture. For ex am ple, those 
who work as sales peo ple may be com pen sated with a
com bi na tion of sal ary plus com mis sions and/or a bo nus, based on 
how much busi ness they gen er ate. The more tech ni cal or
spe cial ized the knowl edge re quired, the higher the sal a ries tend
to be. Me dian an nual earn ings of whole sale and man u fac tur ing
sales rep re sen ta tives of tech ni cal and sci en tific prod ucts are
about $65,000.

Loan of fi cers may also be paid a com mis sion based on the
value of loans they gen er ate. The me dian earn ings of loan of fi cers 
are about $55,000. Com mer cial loan of fi cers with ex pe ri ence earn
about $75,000 to more than $100,000.

Pro fes sionals in the in vest ments in dus try, such as com mod ity
trad ers or bro kers, can earn up to $80,000 per year or more,
in clud ing bo nuses based on the firm’s suc cess.

Full-time col lege fac ulty mem bers in all dis ci plines earn an
av er age of about $75,000, with full pro fes sors av er ag ing roughly
$100,000; as so ci ate pro fes sors, $70,000; as sis tant pro fes sors,
$60,000; lec tur ers, $50,000; and in struc tors, $45,000. Pri vate,
in de pend ent col leges and uni ver si ties of fer the high est sal a ries,
fol lowed by pub lic in sti tu tions and pri vate schools with re li gious
af fil i a tions. Fac ulty mem bers fre quently aug ment their sal a ries
with in come from con sult ing, re search, pub lish ing, and other
em ploy ment.

The net in comes of self-em ployed farm and ranch man ag ers
fluc tu ate due to un pre dict able fac tors gov ern ing the quan tity and 
qual ity of pro duc tion, or sup ply and de mand, and can range from 
$25,000 per year to about $75,000 or more.
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Ben e fits and per qui sites (perks) can add sub stan tially to the
over all value of a worker’s com pen sa tion. A stan dard pack age of
ben e fits from a gov ern ment agency, a pri vate com pany, or an
ac a demic or re search in sti tu tion might in clude 20 days of paid
va ca tion; paid hol i days and sick days; med i cal, den tal, vi sion,
dis abil ity, and life in sur ance; a pen sion or re tire ment plan; tu i tion
re im burse ment; and travel, trans por ta tion, meal, re lo ca tion, and
en ter tain ment re im burse ment; profit shar ing and stock op tions.
Full-time fac ulty are also of fered paid sab bat i cals on a pe ri odic
ba sis.

OUTLOOK FOR THIS CAREER

EX PERTS PRO JECT THAT EM PLOY MENT OF ECON O MISTS WILL IN CREASE BY UP
to 10 per cent through the next de cade. Pri vate in dus try,
par tic u larly man age ment, sci en tific, and tech ni cal con sult ing
pro vid ers, as well as com pa nies that make and mar ket
value- added food prod ucts, will see the fast est growth.
Ag ri cul tural econ o mists are well suited to a va ri ety of jobs in
pri vate in dus try. There will be po si tions avail able in the
ag ri cul tural and food in dus tries for fi nan cial spe cial ists,
mar ket ers, sales, and mer chan dis ers. The global econ omy, in
which Amer i can ag ri cul ture is a pow er ful force, will also be a
source of op por tu ni ties. 

Econ o mists will be in de mand by both pri vate in dus try and
gov ern ment agen cies for their abil ity to use quan ti ta tive
tech niques to an a lyze and fore cast trends, per form cost/ben e fit
anal y ses, con duct en vi ron men tal im pact stud ies, and model
mi cro ec o nomic sce nar ios. Ag ri cul tural econ o mists also have
valu able knowl edge of busi ness, mar ket ing, and man age ment, as
well as lead er ship and prob lem-solv ing skills.

The food sys tem and the en vi ron ment face in creas ingly
com plex prob lems for which ag ri cul tural econ o mists will be called 
upon to find so lu tions. The ed u ca tion and train ing these
pro fes sion als un dergo are es pe cially rel e vant in to day’s
workforce, where spe cial iza tion is val ued. There is a grow ing
de mand for their ex per tise.

The US De part ment of Ag ri cul ture states: “Em ploy ment
op por tu ni ties for US col lege grad u ates with ex per tise in the food,
ag ri cul tural, and nat u ral re sources sys tem are ex pected to re main
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strong dur ing the next five years. We ex pect slightly more than
52,000 an nual job open ings for new grad u ates dur ing 2005-2010,
and some 49,300 qual i fied grad u ates avail able each year for these 
po si tions.” The mar ket dur ing this pe riod will be de fined by
con sumer pref er ences, the food sys tem’s evolv ing busi ness
struc ture, sci en tific and tech no log i cal de vel op ments, pub lic pol icy, 
and the se cu rity of the food sys tem.

Uni ver sities that con fer de grees in the field fore cast strong
em ploy ment op por tu ni ties, as well. Wash ing ton State Uni ver sity
re ports that most of its stu dents “find em ploy ment be fore they
grad u ate,” while the Uni ver sity of Ken tucky De part ment of
Ag ri cul ture says that the skills learned in its pro gram “are so vi tal, 
grad u ates are in de mand in to day’s job mar ket. Typically, the
de mand for grad u ates is greater than the num ber of qual i fied
stu dents to fill these po si tions.”

GETTING STARTED

THE AMER I CAN AG RI CUL TURAL ECO NOM ICS AS SO CI A TION (AAEA) HOLDS A
re cruit ment fair at its an nual meet ing, which is usu ally held at the 
be gin ning of Au gust. An es ti mated 120 un der grad u ates at tend
the meet ing, where they have a chance to in ter act with po ten tial
em ploy ers as well as rep re sen ta tives from ac a demic in sti tu tions.

The AAEA also main tains job list ings on its website at
www.aaea.org/classifieds/. You can search for jobs based on level
of ed u ca tion re quired, lo ca tion, and spe cialty, from ag ri busi ness
to re source and en vi ron men tal eco nom ics.

Your col lege or uni ver sity will also be a source of em ploy ment 
in for ma tion, and the com pa nies or or ga ni za tions with which you
have your in tern ships are also po ten tial em ploy ers.

Ag ri cul tural eco nom ics is a field that of fers great re wards and 
many dif fer ent op por tu ni ties to spe cial ize. The out look for this
pro fes sion is bright. If you en joy math and sci ence and want to
make a real dif fer ence, con sider a ca reer as an ag ri cul tural
econ o mist. This is re ward ing and im por tant work. The goal is to
con trib ute mean ing fully to the health and pros per ity of peo ple
and the planet. Good luck!

32



ASSOCIATIONS AND 
ORGANIZATIONS

OAg ri cul tural In sti tute of Can ada
www.aic.ca

OAmer i can Ag ri cul tural Eco nom ics As so ci a tion
www.aaea.org

OCa na dian Ag ri cul tural Eco nom ics So ci ety
www.caes.ca

OCoun cil on Food, Ag ri cul tural, and Re source Eco nom ics 
www.cfare.org/

O In ter na tional As so ci a tion of Ag ri cul tural Econ o mists
www.iaae-agecon.org/

ONa tional Agri-Mar keting As so ci a tion
www.nama.org

OUnited Ag ri busi ness League 
www.ual.org

PERIODICALS

OAg ri cul tural Eco nom ics 
www.iaae-agecon.org/ageconjournal.asp

OAmer i can Jour nal of Ag ri cul tural Eco nom ics
www.aaea.org/fund/pubs/ajae/

OCur rent Ag ri cul ture, Food and Re source Is sues
www.cafri.org

OCoun cil Caller 
www.cfare.org/pub li ca tions/

O Jour nal of Ag ri cul tural and Re source Eco nom ics
jareonline.org

O Jour nal of Ag ri cul ture and Ap plied Eco nom ics
www.aces.edu/~hkinnuca/JAAE
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OPurdue Ag ri cul tural Eco nom ics Re port
www.agecon.purdue.edu/ex ten sion/pubs/paer/

ORe view of Ag ri cul tural Eco nom ics
www.aaea.org/fund/pubs/rae/in dex.cfm

COPYRIGHT INSTITUTE FOR CAREER RESEARCH 2010
CAREERS INTERNET DATABASE www.ca reers-internet.org
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