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Southern Journal of Rural Sociology Vol. 10, No. 1 

OCCUPATIONAL ATTAINMENT AND 
EARNINGS AMONG AGRICULTURAL 

STUDENTS IN THE SOUTH 

By Andrew A. Zekeri 

ABSTRACT 

Using panel data from a sample of agriculture graduates from Southern 
land-grant universities, this paper examines factors associated with 
occupational attainment and income earnings among agricultural students 
after graduation. Findings indicate that college major and gender were the 
strongest predictors of occupational attainment, while educational 
attainment was the best single predictor of income earnings. Compared with 
their peers with only baccalaureate degrees, highly trained agricultural 
students earned higher income on their fmt full-time jobs after leaving 
college. Policy implications of the findings are discussed. 

INTRODUCTION 

For many Southern students in the 1970s, U.S. agriculture seemed 
to offer attractive occupational and career opportunities. This was 
reflected in a region-wide increase in agriculture enrollment at the 
land-grant institutions -- the principal suppliers of trained manpower 
for agricultural related occupations. Consequently, rural sociologists 
in the south begin to pay significant attention to the career 
expectations of college students preparing for agricultural positions in 
general and farming in particular (Dunkelberger et al. 1982; Lyson, 
1978, 1979, 1981; Molnar and Dunkelberger 1981). 

Since then, however, enrollment in college agriculture degree 
programs has plummeted (Conor 1989). For example, enrollment in 
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colleges of agriculture declined by 38 percent during the 1980s and 
fewer students sought to pursue graduate degrees than previously 
(NASULGC 1989). This enrollment decline occurred during the 
advent of a significant expansion of biotechnology research related to 
the nation's food system. Agriculture is less attractive to 
contemporary students and a new nationwide effort has been 
undertaken to expand the programs of agricultural colleges and 
universities (NASULGC 1989). If increased enrollment is to be 
achieved, interest in agricultural careers will have to be rekindled. 
Whether this can be done, of course, will depend upon, among other 
things, the actual career outcomes and attainments of agriculture 
college alumni. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this analysis is to investigate two general 
questions: A.) What are the factors associated with occupational 
attainment among Southern college of agriculture graduates; and B.) 
Do the same factors predict income earnings of these graduates? 
Despite a number of. research studies on the aspirations and 
expectations of Southern agricultural students in the late 1970s and 
early 1980s (Dunkelberger et al. 1982; Lyson 1979; Molnar and 
Dunkelberger 1981), there is much about actual career patterns of 
these graduates that is not fully understood. For example, Thomas 
and Schiflett's (1989) analysis on gender differences in agricultural 
students' employment experiences suggested starting annual salaries 
differed significantly by gender, but their analysis used data for only 
two land-grant universities in the Southwest. A more extensive 
analysis with data for 1890 and 1862 universities in the South is 
needed to examine factors associated with actual occupational and 
income attainment of alumni. The present study extends the existing 
body of agricultural student research by utilizing longitudinal rather 
than cross-sectional data to assess factors associated with actual 
occupational attainment and salaries of alumni of agricultural 
curricula. 

The present study is undertaken with the assumption that an 
analysis of factors associated with job placement and earnings of 
Southern agriculture alumni would provide valuable information to 
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decision makers responsible for student recruitment, curriculum 
design and educational reform. Curricular reform and recruitment 
efforts aimed at increasing student enrollment in agriculture programs 
in Southern Land-Grant Institutions may fail unless monetary returns 
to former students are realized early in their careers and taken into 
consideration. 

Conceptual Framework 

The central hypothesis guiding this research is that certain 
characteristics of Southern agricultural students play important roles 
in explaining actual career patterns and variations in income 
attainment. This is suggested because actual career outcome and 
earnings of agriculture graduates are likely to be strongly influenced 
by educational attainment and gender. First, drawing upon previous 
literature, graduates' major and the level of study (called educational 
attainment) are expected to influence their occupational attainment. 
Second, these same factors (major, educational attainment and gender) 
are expected to influence income earnings because from the human 
capital theoretical perspective, an individual's income potential may 
be affected by one's college major, investment in formal education 
and gender. The following section reviews these factors identified in 
previous research, and specifies hypotheses linking them to 
occupational attainment and income earnings. 

Education 

Drueckhammer and Key (1986) found, as would be expected, that 
the field of college study influences graduates' career destination. 
Two-thirds of their sample of Oklahoma State University alumni 
reported that their first full-time job upon graduation was in their field 
of study. Also, Zekeri and Wheelock (1989) found that agriculture 
students from Alabama and Tennessee with agricultural jobs were 
more likely to have majored in one of the traditional agriculture 
majors such as agronomy, animal science, agricultural economics and 
agricultural education. Thus, college majors of agriculture alumni are 
significant predictors of occupational attainment. 

Educational attainment in this study refers to the level of study in 
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the disciplines in college. A strong relationship between "major" and 
occupational attainment is anticipated on the assumption that some 
majors in colleges of agriculture are more directly related to 
agricultural careers than others. Traditional majors such as agronomy, 
animal science, agricultural economics, and agricultural education 
may be expected to predict agricultural-related careers more frequently 
than would general biology or life science majors. This may not be 
true however, in light of current employment opportunities in 
agriculture-related biotechnology. Moreover, there is good reason to 
expect the major to influence earnings of workers in various fields. 
For example, according to the average starting salary offered to the 
1985 graduates by major (U.S. News and World Report, 1985), 
petroleum engineers were the highest paid at $30,996 while 
agriculture majors were third from last with $17,668. Further, there is 
evidence that alumni whose majors were outside agriculture had 
higher starting salaries than those in agriculture (Preston et al., 1990). 
Therefore, alumni in traditional agricultural majors would be expected 
to earn less than those in other majors and fields. 

Occupational attainment may be expected to vary by whether one 
had only an undergraduate degree or pursued advanced degree 
study within agriculture disciplines. Obtaining an advanced degree 
predicts a greater chance that agricultural graduates would be 
employed in agricultural-related careers because graduate education 
provides a more intense occupational socialization than does education 
at the undergraduate level. Zekeri and Wheelock (1989) found that 
among Alabama and Tennessee land-grant alumni, educational 
attainment had a positive impact on agribusiness relatedness of jobs. 
They indicated that the higher the level of educational attainment of 
agricultural students, the greater the tendency for them to pursue 
agribusiness related careers. This is consistent with the fact that 
agribusiness in the United States has moved to a high degree of 
specialization coupled with the development of sponsored research 
and graduate education in land-grant colleges. A positive relationship 
between educational and occupational attainments is also expected. 
This is becauses one's level of study within a field implies a strong 
commitment to that field. 

The level of educational attainment is hypothesized to have a 
positive impact on starting annual salary, with those possessing 
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advanced degrees earning higher salaries. Preston at al. (1990) present 
evidence consistent with this hypothesis. The authors report that 
among alumni from Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State 
University those with advanced degrees eamed significantly higher 
salaries than those with only a bachelor's degree. A more extensive 
analysis with data for multiple states is needed to estimate the effect of 
educational attainment on occupation and income eamed to determine 
if regional variation exists and determine if policy strategies can 
benefit from such analysis. 

Significant occupational differences between males and females 
have existed throughout this century (Busch and Lacy 1983; 
Dunkelberger et al., 1982; England 1981; Horan and Tolbert 1984; 
Thomas and Schiflett 1989; Tienda et al. 1987). Dunkelberger et al. 
(1988) argued that as a group, female agricultural graduates found less 
opportunity in agribusiness than did men despite the significant 
enrollment increases in colleges of agriculture at 1862 land-grant 
universities. Research by Busch and Lacy (1983) further revealed that 
women represents less than five percent of all agricultural scientists. 
Their analysis also showed that women are concentrated in such fields 
as nutrition, food science and social sciences. 

A 1986 national labor report showed that women comprised only 
21 percent of all those employed in the agricultural industry (Bureau 
of Labor Statistics 1986). In addition, findings by Zekeri and 
Wheelock (1989) indicated that the overwhelming majority of 
agricultural job holders were males, although their findings are limited 
to two states. In a similar vein, Thomas and Schiflett (1989) 
contended that among the agricultural graduates from Oklahoma and 
Texas, women experienced more occupational segregation than men 
and their first jobs after leaving college were concentrated in 
traditionally female occupations. Given what is known about female 
enrollments in colleges of agriculture and the under-representation of 
women in agricultural jobs, it is hypothesized that female agricultural 
graduates are less likely than males to obtain employment in 
agricultural iobs. 

Males in this sample may be expected to eam higher salaries than 
the females because gender has been an important factor in explaining 
variations in earnings, with males earning higher salaries than females 
(Ferber et al. 1986; Lewis and Emmert 1986; Remus and Kelly 1983). 
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