
 
 

Give to AgEcon Search 

 
 

 

The World’s Largest Open Access Agricultural & Applied Economics Digital Library 
 

 
 

This document is discoverable and free to researchers across the 
globe due to the work of AgEcon Search. 

 
 
 

Help ensure our sustainability. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

AgEcon Search 
http://ageconsearch.umn.edu 

aesearch@umn.edu 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Papers downloaded from AgEcon Search may be used for non-commercial purposes and personal study only. 
No other use, including posting to another Internet site, is permitted without permission from the copyright 
owner (not AgEcon Search), or as allowed under the provisions of Fair Use, U.S. Copyright Act, Title 17 U.S.C. 

https://makingagift.umn.edu/give/yourgift.html?&cart=2313
https://makingagift.umn.edu/give/yourgift.html?&cart=2313
https://makingagift.umn.edu/give/yourgift.html?&cart=2313
http://ageconsearch.umn.edu/
mailto:aesearch@umn.edu


TRAINING IN AGRIBUSINESS FOR STUDENTS FROM

DEVELOPING COUNTRIES

Carlyle Farrell* and Thomas Funk

(Department of Agricultural Economics, University of Guelph, Canada)

Introduction

This paper is concerned with the
training of professionals in the area
of agribusiness management. The
topic is discussed with reference to
the needs of students from developing
countries, and in particUlar students
from the Caribbean region. ' The
approach of agribusiness education
outlined in this paper is based on
modification of the agribusiness
programme offered at the University
of Guelph. It is primarily in
Departments of Agricultural Economics
In the United States and Canada that
much of the current interests in
agribusiness education has been
generated. The Guelph programme is
representative of the type Of
agribusiness programme offered by
these departments, and is also the
programme with which the authors are
most familiar. For the above reasons,
the Guelph programme will be used as
a base in the formulation of a suitable
approach to agribusiness education in
the Third World.

The discussion is organised into
three major sections. In the first
section a definition of the term
agribusiness is presented. The second
section provides an outline of the
agribusiness programme currently in
operation at the University of Guelph.
In the final section some cf the major
factors which should be considered in
the establishment of a relevant
agribusiness programme are
highlighted.

*Postgraduate student, Univ. of Guelph.
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Agribusiness Defined

Before the issue of agribusiness
education can be discussed, one Must
have a clear understanding of what is
meant by the term agribusiness.
Agribusiness may be defined as the
study of all non-farm firms and
institutions serving the agricultural
sector. It must be emphasized at the
onset that we do not equate
agribusiness management with farm
management. This is a common
misconception. Farm management is *a
specialized discipline dealing with
management and decision making at
the farm level. Agribusiness is not
directly concerned with issues at the
level of the individual producer.

A simplified model of the
domestic agricultural sector is shown
in Exhibit I. The agribusiness
subsector is comprised of all the
elements shown in this exhibit, with
the exception of farmers and final
consumers. Suppliers of farm inputs,
e.g. fertilizer and feed companies,
form a major part of the agribusiness
subsector. Also included within the
sphere of agribusiness are all
business organisations involved in the
purchase, sale, distribution and
storage of fresh and , processed farm
produce. Banks and other credit
institutions which .provide financial
support to the farming community are
also considered within the' scope of
agribusiness.

The importance of the
agribusiness subsector to the
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agricultural system as a whole cannot
be discounted. The contribution made
by this subsector to the value of final
consumer products has been
increasing over time. In many
developing countries there have been
increased demands, by consumers, for
processed (or convenience) foods.
This has stimulated forward linkages
between processing firms and the
farming community with a resultant
increase in the value of the raw
agricultural product. On the input
side also, farmers in many developing
countries continue to register
increased demands for high quality
inputs, e.g. concentrate feed,
chemical fertiliser and hybrid seed.
Backward linkages are therefore
fostered between the farming
subsector and the suppliers of these
farm inputs value is again added to the
raw product by the agribusiness
subsector.subsector.

Despite the above, Agricultural
Economics Departments in developing
countries continue to ignore the issue
of training in agribusiness
management. They have failed to
recognise the importance of the
agribusiness subsecto:e, and have
tended to focus instead on such
traditional areas as farm management
and production economics. While we
do not suggest that training in these
areas be discontinued; greater
emphasis needs to be placed on
agribusiness management. Before
considering how this emphasis should
be directed, in the context of
developing countries, the Guelph
agribusiness programme will be briefly
outlined.

Agribusiness Management at the
University of Guelph

Instruction in agribusiness at
the University Gf Guelph is provided
at three 'distinct levels. The Ontario
Agricultural College

4 two-year diploma
agriculture, with
specialization in

(OAC) offers a
programme in
provision for

agribusiness

management. The diploma programme
has a practical orientation and is
geared to the training of front-line
managers. Training in agribusiness is
also offered at the undergraduate and
graduate levels by the School of
Agricultural Economics and Extension
Education. These two programmes
focus on the training of graduates
competent to fill middle and senior
managerial . positions in agribusiness
organizations. The . graduate
programme also supplies well qualified
teachers and researchers to various
agricultural colleges and universities.
As stated earlier, the focus of this
paper is the training of professionals.
Because of this orientation, only the
undergraduate and graduate
programmes are outlined below.

The Undergraduate Programme -
The undergraduate programme in
agricultural economics with a major in
agribusiness has four major
components (Exhibit II). Firstly,
there is a core of courses in the
basic physical and, biological sciences.
Courses here include physics,
chemistry, biology, calculus and
matrix algebra. Secondly, there is an
agricultural science core which is
comprised of introductory courses in
all of the agricultural sciences. The
third component of the undergraduate
programme is a sequence of courses
in the business area. All students in
the agribusiness option must complete
eight courses in the area of business
management. Students are exposed to
all of the functional areas of business
management, e.g. finance,
accounting, marketing and
organizational behaviour. A course in
business policy is also offered to final
year students in the agribusiness
specialization. This course provides
students with an opportunity to
synthesize knowledge from previous
courses in the formulation .of broad
strategic decisions. All undergraduate
business courses in the agribusiness
option, with the exception of
accounting, are taught via the case
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method. More will be said about the
case method in a later section.

Students in the undergraduate
agribusiness option are also offered a
number of elective courses in areas

such as business law, consumer

behaviour and marketing research. In

addition, the Economics Department

provides a wide ,range of courses for

those students wishing to delve more

deeply into the theory and

applications of economic analysis.

Some students may forego the above

opportunities and opt instead to

acquire greater expertise in some

aspect of technical agriculture.

Training in these areas is offered by

the Crops, Soils and Animal Science

Departments on the Guelph campus.

The Graduate Programme - The

School of Agricultural Economics

offers a specialization in *agribusiness

management at the M.Sc. level.

Students in the programme are

required to take and pass a total of

six courses and write an acceptable

thesis. The *core of the agribusiness

specialization consists of one course

in managerial and financial accounting

and one course in business policy.

Students are also encouraged to enroll

in courses dealing with such areas as
marketing research, marketing
management and financial management
(Exhibit III). All students in the
programme are also required to
complete one quantitative course, e.g.
econometrics or linear programming.
Following the completion of the course
requirement, students engage in
dissertation research.

Formulation of an Agribusiness
Programme for Developing Countries

Throughout this paper emphasis
has been placed on the establishment
and operation• of agribusiness
programmes. This section highlights
some of the major factors which
should be considered in establishment
of an agribusiness programme in
developing countries.

We believe quite strongly that
the training of agribusiness managers
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cannot be accomplished in a single
course. A sequence of related courses
is necessary if one hopes to produce
graduates competent in the area of
agribusiness management. Development
of a comprehensive agribusiness
programme is not an easy task. A
serious commitment from university
administrators is required, if success
is to be achieved. It was only three
or four years ago that this
commitment was made at the
University of Guelph. Before this,
there was only oae agribusiness
course offered by the School of
Agricultural Economics. This course
was only able to whet the appetites of
interested students, and proved to be
more a source of frustration than a
meaningful educational experience.

If a decision is made to develop
an agribusiness programme, it is
imperative that an attempt be made to
identify the specific needs of the
agribusiness community. Ideally,
representatives of all the major
components of the agribusiness
subsector should be involved in the
planning and implementation of the
programme. It is only through such
collaborative efforts that the right
type of graduate can be produced.
The agribusiness representatives
alluded to above would constitute an
advisory board charged with the
responsibility •, of providing
constructive criticism on the or-
ganizatoin of the programme, and the
performance of its graduates. It must
be admitted, however, that the
advisory board established for the
Guelph agribusiness programme did
not function as well as expected.
Board members -apparently did not
take . their responsibilities very
seriously, and provided little by way
of constructive comment. Although we
do recommend the ,appointment of an
advisory board, lecturers and
administrators associated . with the
programme .must impress ,upon
boaid mernbers the importance of their
task, and its value to their respective
organizations.

fp
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Organisation of the Programme -
Agribusiness management is a
marriage of two subject areas:
technical agriculture and business
management. These should be the
major components of any agribusiness
programme. All students in the
agribusiness specialization should be
exposed to the technical aspects of
tropical agriculture. The agricultural
science core of the programme should
include courses in areas such as crop
and livestock production, fertilizer
technology and animal nutrition. This
training is extremely important
because, upon graduation, students
are required to functrion in an
agricultural environment. Students in
the agribusiness programme must also
be given a solid grounding in the
functional areas of management.
Managerial and financial accounting,
marketing management, business
finance, organizational behaviour and
business policy should be key .courses
in the management core of the
agribusiness programme. Students
should be expected to acquire an
indepth understanding of these
subject areas, as passing familiarity
is not likely to be sufficient in a
competitive business environment. It
is also suggested, that elective
courses in areas such as business
law, personnel management and
marketing research be offered. These
courses will enable the student to
acquire greater depth in an area of
special interest. Some training in
quantitative methods and computer
applications is also recommended. In
developing countries training in these
latter areas has tended to be
extremely weak. This situation needs
to be corrected, if future
agribusiness managers are to deal
effectively with increasingly complex
business problems.

Method of Instruction - Wherever
possible, business courses taught in
the agribusiness programme should be
given an agricultural slant. In
courses such as marketing
management, and business policy,

agricultural examples should be used
freely. Using this approach, students
are encouraged to integrate the two
component subject areas of their
discipline i.e. business management
and technical agriculture. It must also
be recognized that training in
agribusiness must be given a practical
orientation.. There is need to bring
the real world into the classroom.
Management of any business
organization is more of an art than a
science. Competence in making
effective managerial decisions can only
be achieved through practice.
Students should be exposed to the
type of business environment in which
they will have to operate, and should
be encouraged to make actual
business decisions.

There are several ways in which
students can be exposed to the real
business world. Perhaps the simplest
method is the use of guest lecturers.
By inviting practising agribusiness
managers to speak on various topics,
students are given an appreciation for
the workings of the real business
world. The major problem with this
approach, however, is that the flow
of ideas, is usually unidirectional.
Students are told how decisions are
made, but do not participate in the
actual decision making process.

A second method by which
students can be exposed to actual
business practices is by the
introduction of an internship
programme or practicum. In such
programmes, students are assigned to
specific managers and are required to
observe the operations of a particular
business organization, for a two-three
month period. At the end of this
time, students are required to submit
a detailed written report on the
organization, with recommendations
for impoving its management and
organizational structure. This
approach gives students an
opportunity to apply the management
tools acquired in earlier courses; as
well as an appreciation for the limits
to their applicability in the real
world. It is suggested also, that the

0
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written report be evaluated by both
the agribusiness lecturer and the
manager(s) to whom the student was
assigned. In this way students are
given both an academic and a
practical appraisal of their
recommendations.

The relevant authorities may also
wish to consider the introductoin of a

Cooperative (Co-op.) or work/study

programme. •Using such an approach,

students are placed in jobs at several

times during the course of their

academic training. In a Co-op

programme students are employees of

an organization and are paid for their

services. At Guelph, such a
programme was initiated three years
ago. At present, there are six
agricultural economics students in the
programme, three of whom are
agribusiness majors. Apart from
giving the• student some• real world
business experience, Co-op
programmes give employers an
opportunity to evaluate prospective

recruits. If a decision is made to

establish a Co-op programme, care

should be taken in the placement of

students. Students should, of course,

be placed in agribusiness

organizations e.g. feed mills,

processing plants or marketing

boards. Also, students should be

• employed in the appropriate

department within the organization. It
makes little sense, for example, to
place a future marketing research

specialist in the production end of the

firm's operations. When placed in

positions where professional business

skills are not required, students soon

become disenchanted with the

programme and may eventually

withdraw.
A third method by which

students may be exposed to the

business world is by the use of the

case method. As mentioned earlier, all
business courses in the Guelph

undergraduate programme, with the

exception of accounting, are taught

via the case method. A case is an

historical record of an actual business
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experience. It is a description of a
business problem faced by the
management of an organization; the
solution to which involves the
formulation of some crucial decision.
A case contains all of the information
and/or misinformation that. was
available to the managers • at the
time the decision was being
contemplated. All of the attitudes and

emotions which may sometimes cloud

effective decision-making are also

captured in the case, and presented

to the student for consideration. The

student is required to take on the

role of manager and formulate a
rational decision based on the
information available. Having carefully
analysed the case, students are invited
to participate in class discussions,
and defend their decisions based on
fact and logical deductive reasoning.
In the case method of instruction free
discussion . • among students is
emphasized. The lecturer takes on the
role of a moderator, whose major
function is• to guide and direct group
discussions. Students accustomed to
the straight lecture approach typical
of many universities in developing
countries will likely find this a
refreshing change. Apart from
individual preparation and class
discussion, group presentation of
cases may also . be used. In this
approach a small, group of students
are assigned a particular case, which
they are required to analyse and
present to their colleagues. Group
presentations add variety to class
discussions and improves students'
ability to work effectively with
others.

We believe that the case method
trains students to think along the
lines of professional managers and
increases their confidence in their
own decision making abilities. It
should be clearly understood,
however, that if a decision is made to
use the case method, a serious long
term commitment is required. There

will likely be several initial problems.
Firstly, a good supply of .relevent
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cases has to be developed. Company
reports prepared by Co-op or
internship students are a potential
source of good case material.
Lecturers. may also wish to develop
their own cases based on consulting
assignments with agribusiness firms.
The researching, writing and analysis
of case material may well prove to be
a valuable learning experience for
faculty members. One of the major
objectives of lecturers associated with
the agribusiness programme should be
the development of a sufficient
number of truly indigenous cases.
The development • of cases which can
adequately reflect the type of
business environment found in
developing countries is likely to take
a long time. In the interim, there are
good North American cases which may
be modified and used successfully in
developing countries.

While there is much to be said
for the case method, it must be noted
that a case involves the application of
management theory. Lecturers must
ensure that students are well
grounded in the fundamentals of the
particular subject before a case
approach is used. The case method is
not a perfect substitute for formal
lectures. In some areas of management

e.g. marketing and organizational

behaviour, theoretical concepts • are

only now being developed. In these

subject areas the authors admit that

the issue raised above is not likely to

be a major; problem. Another problem
which must be guarded against,
pertains to the use .of text books (or
lecture notes) which do not
complement the cases used in class
discussion. Such a situation can only
frustrate students, and lead to a
decline in interest and enthusiasm.

Marketing the Agribusiness
Programme - The authors wish to
point out that it is not enough to
merely establish an agribusiness
programme. Once established, the
programme must also be marketed.
While there is certainly a need for
personnel with the combination of

agricultural and business skills
outlined in this paper, jobs have
tended to go to graduates from
non-agribusiness programmes.
Graduates from economics, industrial
management and even non-social
science programmes have, been
employed as agribusiness managers.
Graduates from these programmes
generally •do not have the unique
combination of technical and business
skills possessed by the agribusiness
specialist. The Department of
Management Studies at The University
of the West Indies (UWI) offers an
undergraduate programme in
Agricultural Management. This is not
an agribusiness management degree
along the lines discussed in this
paper; but it illustrates well the fate
that awaits any agribusiness
programme which is not properly
marketed. The employment record of
graduates from the Agricultural
Management programme has not been
impressive. Exhibit IV shows the
number of students graduating from
the programme, over the last ten
years, and the number whose first job
was in an agriculturally related field.
There has been a steady decline in
the number of graduates from the
programme since 1975. There is also a
marked discrepancy between the
number of graduates from the
programme, and the number finding
agriculturally related employment.
While the above may be symptomatic
of the general decline in the
agricultural sector, it is more
probably due to a failure to
effectively market the programme. If
a decision is made to initiate an
agribusiness programme, care should
be taken to avoid a recurrence of the
above situation. ,We suggest that
lecturers associated with the
programme establish and maintain
professional contact with members of
the agribusiness community. Such
contact is likely to improve the
visibility of the programme and create
an effective demand for its graduates.
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Summary and Recommendations

Based on the arguments
presented above, the following five

(5) recommendations for the
establishment of successful
agribusiness programmes in
developing countries can be made:
1. The training of agribusiness

managers cannot be accomplished
in a single course; a
comprehensive agribusiness
programme is required.

2. An advisory board should be
established to monitor the
performance of the agribusiness
programme.

3. Students in the agribusin6ss
specialization should be given a
solid foundation in the technical
aspects of tropical agricultrue as
well as in the functional areas of
business management..

4. The agribusiness programme
should be given a practical
orientation by the use of guest
speakers, internship programmes

and the case method.
5. Lecturers must establish and

maintain professional contacts

with the agribusiness community,
increasing the visibility of the
programme and creating a
demand for its graduates.

EXHIBIT I: Simplified Model of the

Domestic Agricultural System

Input Suppliers
- Fertilizers
- Feed
- Chemicals
- Seed
- Farm machinery

- Credit
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EXHIBIT II: The Undergraduate
Programme

A. Basic Science Core
B. Agricultural Science Core
C. Business Core:

1. Financial accounting
2. Management accounting
3. Tax accounting
4. Operations management
5. Marketing management
6. Financial management
7. Organizational behaviour
8. Business policy

D. Business Electives:
1. Business law
2. Personnel management
3. Consumer behaviour
4. Marketing research

EXHIBIT III: The Graduate
Programme

A. Busine8s Core:
1. Management control
2. Business policy

B. Electives:
1. Marketing management
2. Marketing research
3. Financial management

C. Quantitative:
1. Econometrics Or
2. Linear programming in

agricultttre

EXHIBIT IV: Employment Trend of
Agricultural Management Graduates
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Source: Dept. of Management Studies, UWI.
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