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!
Master’s Programs in Agricultural Economics: Situation and Analysis 

!
Abstract  

While interest in agricultural graduate programs increases throughout the nation 

(Krogstad, 2012), there is a lack of comprehensive information characterizing Master’s programs 

in agricultural economics. This study will examine Master’s programs in agricultural economics 

(or equivalent, including resource economics, applied economics, and agribusiness) at U.S. land 

grant universities and categorize commonalities, differences, strengths and positive aspects.  The 

research identified a common core structure among the existing agricultural economics Master’s 

programs, as well as differentiating characteristics contributing to the individuality and viability 

of each program.   
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!
Background  

Agricultural universities are modifying their roles to align with the evolving global agri-

food supply chain (National Research Council, 2009). These modifications include increased 

opportunities for international and online learning. In this context, organized information 

specifying and evaluating current graduate program characteristics will provide a practical guide 

in agricultural economics education. Such information will be similar to the results of Phillips 

(2005), which entailed an investigation of the websites of departments of agricultural economics 

in the U.S. 

!
Objective 

The objective of this study is to identify the key components of agricultural economics 

Master’s programs at land grant universities throughout the United States and develop a 

document outlining program characteristics. The comparative guide (Appendix A), to be used as 

a tool by prospective Master’s students in agricultural economics, professors, selected 

employers, and professionals in related fields, includes a detailed analysis of program factors.  

These factors include size and quality of faculty (determined by faculty awards), extent of 

Master’s degree & Ph.D offerings, existence of a job candidates page, online accessibility, and 

awards earned by faculty and students. Through this analysis, we identify those characteristics 

that serve to distinguish programs and opportunities to strengthen applicable programs, as 

needed. 
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!
Data & Methods 

  The research team initially developed a comprehensive register of Master’s in agricultural 

economics programs offered by U.S. land grant agricultural economics departments, including 

the web addresses and departmental information of such programs. From this list of 52 

universities, extensive data were accessed from web sites of the identified Master’s programs. 

Data were then organized into a comprehensive guide (Appendix A) of program characteristics.  

Appendix A provides information for each university in the following categories: 

university and location, agricultural economics Master’s programs and departments, core 

requirements, interdisciplinary offerings, faculty and students awards, facilities, and additional 

comments. The guide also notes if the departments have a Ph.D program and whether or not a 

thesis is required for the completion of a Master’s degree.    

Where available, we also consider data on student job placement and Ph.D. acceptance 

rates. Several departments boast of successful job placement rates on their independent websites 

including UC Berkeley, UC Davis, University of Wisconsin, Purdue University, Michigan State 

University, Oregon State University and Colorado State University.  Job placement statistics for 

various agricultural economics programs have been summarized from university websites and 

the USDA’s (2012) job placement report.  

All data were then analyzed to identify positive aspects of existing programs.  Positive 

attributes were measured through departmental strengths such as multiple agricultural economics 

Master’s degree offerings in more than one department, ample opportunities for interdisciplinary 
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work, extensive agricultural facilities, progressive and distance learning options, a continuing 

Ph.D option, and faculty and student awards.    

!
Results 

The research identified a common basic structure among the existing agricultural 

economics Master’s programs. Commonalities include core subject requirements, thesis vs. non-

thesis tracks and interdisciplinary learning opportunities. 

All the universities, and agricultural economics degrees in various departments, have a 

similar set of required courses for the Master’s degree. The core requirements are consistently 

designed to prepare students for modernizing businesses and agricultural systems through 

specialization in economics, natural resources, and environmental issues. These requirements 

include, but are not limited to, microeconomics, macroeconomics, agricultural economics, 

marketing, finance, agribusiness, econometrics, mathematics for economic analysis, natural 

resources, agricultural policy and research methods. Over 90% of the departments, or equivalent 

programs in respective departments, give graduate students the option of a thesis or non-thesis 

track. The non-thesis tracks require the completion of a comprehensive exam, research paper, 

internship, or specialized project. 

A majority of the departments also required coursework in international economic 

development and international trade and policy.  In 2006, The National Food & Agribusiness 

Management Education Commission (NFAMEC), created by the USDA Higher Education 

Program, conducted an extensive study of agribusiness programs in over 160 U.S. universities. 

They found a need to further internationalize agribusiness management curricula to meet an 
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increasingly globalized marketplace and agribusiness firms’ increasing need for employees with 

greater levels of international knowledge (National Food and Agribusiness Management 

Education Commission, 2013). In a follow up study, faculty vitas and publications of these 

universities’ agricultural economics departments were gathered to assess the international 

experience and learning opportunities available in each program (Boland, 2012). Conclusions 

from Boland’s study are consistent with findings in our research indicating that larger 

agricultural economics departments generally have stronger international learning opportunities, 

including international course offerings and study abroad programs. The larger, well-versed 

departments in international education include UC Berkeley, UC Davis, Cornell University, 

Michigan State, University of Minnesota, Ohio State University, Purdue University and Texas 

A&M University.  

In addition to commonalities, the data gathered identifies distinctive attributes that 

strengthen the quality of agricultural economics departments. Unique offerings include 

opportunities for interdisciplinary work, study abroad opportunities, off campus internships, 

student clubs, extensive research farms, seed laboratories or field facilities, distance learning 

opportunities, and progressive course topics (e.g., institutional economics). These characteristics, 

expanded upon below, provide unique, specialized learning opportunities that enhance 

agricultural economics Master’s programs.   

 Research notes that viable and strong agricultural economics programs must provide 

interdisciplinary opportunities cultivating critical thinking and diversity of thought (Boland & 

Akridge, 2004). In researching the updated agricultural economics curricula in various 

departments, it can be gathered that interdisciplinary opportunities are offered in a majority of 
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the land grant universities. These opportunities include collaborations between departments, 

most commonly departments of Food and Life Sciences, Soil Sciences, Urban and Regional 

Planning, Forest and Wildlife Ecology, Environmental and Natural Resources, Animal Sciences, 

Plant Sciences and Agricultural Education.  

 Given the value of interdisciplinary opportunities, it is important to track exceptional 

facilities, such as farms, laboratories and field labs that provide a strong platform for 

interdisciplinary study in agricultural economics.  The guide has a facilities column identifying 

relevant agricultural facilities. Markedly, agricultural facilities at the land grant universities that 

lend themselves to interdisciplinary study are research farms, greenhouses, experimental labs, 

agricultural and resource economics libraries and soil science labs.  UC Davis, University of 

Delaware and Oregon State University have large acreage student farms and accompanying 

interdisciplinary curricula. Other universities with extensive greenhouses, growing chambers, 

field labs, and soil science labs include Clemson University and Washington State University. 

An additional strength of agricultural economics programs identified in current literature 

is the ability to combine extension and distance learning programs with graduate programs 

(Ward, et al, 2011). Several agricultural economics departments have developed cutting edge 

distance learning programs designed for working professionals interested in enhancing their 

agribusinesses or management skills.  

Agricultural economics graduate programs are differentiated and strengthened by higher 

numbers of faculty and student awards (National Research Council, 2013). The awards are used 

as a measurement tool because of their ability to indicate a productive and talented faculty 

fostering relevant research and respected, rigorous programs. The guide highlights significant 

!  7



awards received by faculty members in outstanding graduate teaching, mentoring, distance 

instruction, and journal publications from prominent organizations such as AAEA, WAEA, 

USDA and National Association of Colleges and Teachers of Agriculture. The guide also 

indicates awards for student theses, predominantly from AAEA, with universities such as UC 

Davis, University of Wisconsin, Cornell, and Purdue University having the greatest amount of 

student awards. While faculty and students in most agricultural economics departments have 

received some level of awards and recognition, it can be noted that certain universities are 

distinguished in this category including UC Berkeley, UC Davis, Cornell University, University 

of Illinois, Purdue University and University of Wisconsin-Madison.   

Strengths identified in the guide can be measured against national university rankings. As 

a reference for interested faculty and prospective students, university ratings are included 

(Appendix B) from US News & World Report (2012). 

!
Conclusions & Implications for Future Research  

Comparative data, gathered through this research, clearly identifies commonalities and 

differentiated strengths in agricultural economics departments at land grant institutions 

throughout the United States.  

It can be concluded that relevant commonalities include core subject requirements, thesis 

vs. non-thesis tracks and interdisciplinary learning opportunities. Differentiating characteristics 

include study abroad opportunities, off campus internships and student clubs, extensive research 

farms, seed laboratories or field facilities, distance learning opportunities, and progressive course 

topics. 
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It would be beneficial to take this guide and further explore the relationship between 

program specifics and published ratings of graduate programs. For example, it would be 

interesting to see if departments with interdisciplinary study have Master’s programs that are 

ranked higher than programs in departments that do not have interdisciplinary study 

opportunities. Another area of future research could include the examination of Master’s degree 

programs in agriculture education and agribusiness at other universities, namely, public 

universities that are not land grant universities and private universities. A final suggestion for 

future research is an overall analysis of the cost of tuition and fees associated with these 

agricultural programs.  

!
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