%‘““‘“\N Ag Econ sxes
/‘ RESEARCH IN AGRICUITURAL & APPLIED ECONOMICS

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.

Give to AgEcon Search

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.

No endorsement of AgEcon Search or its fundraising activities by the author(s) of the following work or their
employer(s) is intended or implied.


https://shorturl.at/nIvhR
mailto:aesearch@umn.edu
http://ageconsearch.umn.edu/

i @z.x..i;“,,.j,j %Wy e st

U

THE ROLE OF THE AGRICULTURAL ECONOMIST pa) INDUSTRY

/

NS

NIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA
DAvis

-0CT 2 - 1975

Agncultura! Economics Lnbrary

\ | v C. .J.Erickson, Cargill, Inc.

Agriculturel economists are employed by agri-business firms that

vary widely in size, structure, and enterprise.

A survey of 25 firms discloses that:

The principal activities of these professior;als are forecasting
and general economic analysis. Although not specifically defined
by each firm, the latter may be described as including a wide
range of subject areas involving consulting, impact, policy, etc.
Long-range planning and operations research were less frequently

identified as functions performed.

The Master's degree predominétes among firms éurveyed, with
Bachelor’s arnd Ph. D.'s about equally represented. Based on
récent hires among the firms surveyed, however, a trend toward
Ph, D.'s seems to be developing. Perhaps reflecting the
preponderance of Master's degrees, most firms utilize a more
descrlptlve, subjective type of analytical apprcach, as opposed

to quantitative, model-oriented analysis.
b

Pased on the responses of the firms reporting, extension
economists are not a heavily-used resource. Most indicated

contact as being "occasional", or "infrequent"

Analytical results are presented orally and in memo form, as well

as in more formel reports. Where reporting method was ranked,
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oral presentation was indicated as prinary Considering the

- close relationship between most agi'icultural economists in R
industry and onerating personnel, it is not surpris:.ng that

communica‘blon was an area identified as. needing more emphasis

in a.ce.demic 'braz.ning;.

Of the 25 firms responding to the sur\}ey ,  Purdue, with 1k
mentions, was most often identified as doing the best over-all
job of preparing graduates for careers as agt'icultuial‘
économists in industry. Okla.hoﬁa. Staﬁé was a distia.nvtb second

with h L]

These are the "facts", and occasionally, thére is more. I'd like
on my knowledge of the firms, the people responding , and many members of

their staffs.

First, if this survej.bad béen conductéd. 10 | yéars ag&,‘ many firms
would not have had even one agriculﬁural economist funcfbioning é.s a
‘professional a.naiyst. In other words, the agricultural economist in
iﬁdustry- has "come into his own", and gives every indication of remaining

‘as a key contributor to corporate activities.

It can be argued that this phenomenon is the result of a combina.-

~ tion of many forces, not the least of which is corporate affluence, making -

it possible to afford a resident "seer". To the extent that many earlier

Agricultural Economics majors gravitated to operational positions, the way
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.nay have been paved fol the entrance of others in staff positions. ;,:
The general expa.ns:.on of college a.no. universit,;r training following o
World War II can be credlted with spaming a variety of nanagement
trainlng programs whicb. in turn > called. attention to the need for more
than Just "line" personnel. Obv:.ously 5 there are many other reasons for

| the increasing numbers employed by industry ) but it appea.rs tha.t the . '
agcicultural economist has hecome , and should continue to be s a
prominent feature in decision-nalung in agri-bus:.ness firms in the U. S. B |

and will likely be fOund. in increasing number in‘firms -abroad.

There are no corporate structu.res tha.t seem to have’a. "corner*" |
on a.g;riculturel economists, as pri‘vate or publicly-held firms and
cooperatives all utilize their services. Nor 'islthere'any 'discernible
difference in the utilization of aé;riculturel economists by kind.' of firm,
The extent to which commitment is made , however, is observed to be |
directly rela.ted to .the tralning of the top mna.gement. For-emmple',‘ if

an analyst has moved up through the ranks to an operat:.onal pos:.tion,
» there is a tendency toward la.rger , more Sophist" cated d.epartments i'

provid_lng a.nalytical service,

Based la.rgely on personal knowledge, but sup’ported‘b;‘r the survey B
I believe those holding only a Bachelor's degree will ‘soon b'ecomee. ‘.
d.efinite minority. In fact , it is not unreasona.ble to predict that with
few exceptions, new entrants will have at least a Master's, and many more
will ho.ld a Ph. D, mchelor s programs in genera.l fail to-prov:.de the

specialization in courses necessary to permit id,entification with analysis
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as a vocation. Those with only a Bachelor's who become involved in this
area will probably gravitate to the position from some other starting

7 point.

The use of extension personne;L as sources of inforration or
counsel varied largely with the orientation of the person héading, the
a.haly'bical department. If, for eﬁmple , the Director of Economic Analysis
was a former extension economist, frequent confact was noted. Likeﬁse s
if the firm was a cooperative, more frequent extension use was noted.

Privately-held firms‘ used extension personnel least often.

Although the complaint was not universal; and not necessarily
unique to large or small firms, comunica.tions 'ée.s mentioned as &
deficiency by nearly half the respondents, and qualifies as worthy of
comment. Writing skills are generally noct req_uirked beyond freshman
rhetoric coursés. Some agri-business curricula include speech, business
letter, and report-writing courses, but most Agricultural Economics majors
have a tendency to look upon such courses as "non-essential". Experience
confirms 'that communications courses cannot afford to be left in the
eleéﬁive category, and should not be limited to a 3-credit-hour contri-
bution. This same criticism could likely be leveled at any field of
specialization, but without the ability to comminicate, a large percentage
of technical talent goes begging, and once the graduate leaves the class-

room, it becomes more difficult to compete with the daily routine.

One of my colleagues described the conmunicé.tion-problem as one
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- of "elarity of thought". He suggested that the fault may not be that

' unaergraauates are ill-prepared, but that during the gradLata program, .80

~much emphasis va.s placed on highly detalled theory and research that
communicating skills may have at*ophied through disuse. If this be

correct & refresher within the graduate program may be in order.

By contrast, most respondents reported that graduates were
receiving enough theory, and considered their mathematical training.tc
be adequate to good. There were, however, a sufficient number of
responses indicating deficiencies in quantitative expression to justify
8 brief comment. Math, through calculus, and a couple of statistics
courses, are probably sufficient to handle requireménts of most firms.
Anycne needing more is likely being utilized as a technician rather than
as an economist. On balance, most schools seem to be doing satisfactorily
in preparing students for business requirements in non-communiéatibn

skills.

There seems tc be no particular correlation between the size of
firm and the number of professionals employed. One firm with less than
6;000 total employment bad 12 agricultural economists engaged in economic

analysis, whereas another firm with more than 40,000 employment had only 2.

The growing shift from the RBachelor's to advanced degrees for new
hires for analytical positions reflects a greater awareness of the value
of both maturity and additional training. Successful completion of at

least a Master's degree identifies the candidate as one who is capable of
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independent research as well as one who is more likely to find challenge

and satisfaction in research. This'is not to say that those with only a

Bachelor's cannot flnd happlness and be successful as researchers, but

other thlngs belng equal the odds favor the holder of the advanced

~degree. “

As a consequence, institutions and}departments‘shoﬁld review
‘their programs to ensure that 0ptions are available which more nearly
prepare a gradvate for an industry posiﬁion. I should point out that
differences of opinion exist as to the purpcse of education, and in
particular, advanced study. It is not suggested that universities
become "vocational schools" for industry. But, as an increasing
percentage of graauates find their future in 1ndustry, the questlon of

"how well are they prepared?” should at least be asked.

In the opinion of more than 50 percent of the respondents, one
university was doing a better job than most. Even discounting the
possible "alumni" bias, 4O percent of the fespondents identified Purdue
as one of the two schools doing the "besf job" of prevaring Agricultural
Eeonomics graduates for careers in agri-business. I suggest it may be

advisable to look at their program.

Claud Scroggs is presenting a paper that treats, in depth, the
-relationship between industry and extension agricultural economists. I
do not wish to intrude on his subjectAarea nor to take a position based
on limited research, but would like toc offer a codpie of personal

observations.



‘Some extension éccnoinists enjoy a wide industry accepté.nce , while
 others do not. Those that do, tend to "tell it like it is", vhereas those
 that don't R generally serve up warmed over" USDA statistics e.nd E.R. S. _

rationall zatn.ons .

ThOSe same individuals that are most often pa.r'b of industry

, programs are also heavily booked. for producer meetlngs.‘ I consider this L
some'bhlng more than coinei dence. I velieve the producer, like we in

-industry , wants something more than the zl_ast Feed Situation rehashed. So

there is no misﬁnder'sfanding, this is porb’é. criticiem of E;R.S‘. or the

- Outlook and Situation staff -- we respect them and 'r‘e'a.d'their material from

cover to cover. Elit, when it has beef; fhoi-oughly ‘digested, it is not

uncommon to hunger ifor a different course , 1f not a new chef.

This leads me to the observation that extension economisi:s are not -

"in the hip pocket” of industry, as :’_mplied in Bard Tomatoes , Hard Times,
or if they are, no more so than they aré in alliance with the producer

vhom they also serve.

Because he has :.rec‘en't‘l& retired. after 30 years on the extension
staff at the Univérsity of Illinois, I comsider it appropriate to identify
L. J. "Iérry"_Simeri as one of those who served his”constituéhcy capably ,v
conscienti_ously , selflessly, and always left his r.eadérs and hisv audience
feeling just a little bit smarter when they finished his letter or he

finished a speech.

When I wes on the Industry Committee of the Assdciation , we.
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| attempted to develop a program of professional exchange between industry
and academia. Although no formal procedure was or has been established,
I am personally very enthusiastic about the concept. I am pleased to
note'the increésing number of firms taking advantage of the opportunity
to utilize sabbatical talent. This sortvof program represents a
mgchaﬁism of communiéating directly the role of the industry agricultural

economist, as well as assisting in curricular overhaul.

A final observation: both schools identified as doing the best
Jjob of preparing graduates for industry careers have staff members who
have been in industry positions or have spent sabbaticals with industry. .

Perhaps it's just coincidence, but I think not.

When I was asked to accept this assignment,'I did so with the
proviso that I'd "get a little help from my friends". The response was
outstanding by statistical standards: 84.&%; Although it may not have
been entirely representative, I cénsidef the sample to be a good cross-
section of agri-business firms, and £0 effectively portray the broad range

of activities in which agricultural economists in industry are involved.

Perhaps the questionnaire limited respondents tovanswers that
mirrored my own views; however, I was very much impressed with the
coincidence of agreement with the "biases" I have held for so long. It
is encouraging that others concur that some changes are needed and that
those of us who are industry professionals need to make known the

deficiencies and be willing to work toward their elimination.



I'b is c'lear ..hat industry has a need for Agz‘icultural Economics

'me,jors ’ and based on persons.l }mowledge 5 that need is gromng. ; This

,suggests 'that institutlons tralning studen‘bs fo*' ca.reers in industry need

-:to become attuned to the pa.r'blcula.r demands x)]aced on. the industry
economisu.v I have no illus:.ons about revamping graduate programs as a
_result of t’ﬁ.s presenta’c:.on, nor. do I presume that my v:n.ews are necessar-
N ily shared by 211 of my 1ndustry counterpa.rts., But, considering 'bhe : |
'near-unanlmous 1dent1f1cation of forecastlng a.s a prlmary activi'ty . ‘v
‘personal observat:.on mey be in order. Forecastn.ng ln agrl-busn.ness
'flrms encompasses a broad range of subwect a.rea.s 5 and involves both
- simple and complex techmques. . Soxne Firms lac_k facn.lit:.es. to utilize
a strict econometric s;pproach ,‘ so. less so'phisficated tools should ‘oe |
 made aveilable. I find metnods learned 30 hye'a.rs a.go £o be applicable
today, ye'o many graduates are los’c unles"s 'bhe&' hs,fre a,oompn'ter tex"m‘ins,lv ,

‘&t their disposal.

To recap: -ag;t’inUSiness fims are employing 'increasing numbers
of Ag;c:.cul‘bural Fconomics IIB.JOI'S for pro:f‘essn.onal analybical posrblons.
| Al'bhougn the ms.gor:.ty currently ‘employed. hold only a Master 's degree R

Ph. D.'s are becoming more NUMErous.

The emphasis placed on f_‘orecasting suggests the need for some |
specific trs.ining in addition to fundamental backgrounding 1n sector
' inferrels.tionships. Give students a problem -- make it real -- something

they can relate to -- "l.;hey'll. be forever in your debt!

‘The business world is not static. No matter how sophisticated



)

’fhé model ,‘fthere a.re'unexpec'tedv, éxogenous "shocksvlurking'around- every

corner. Impress this upon the student, and»_he:'li"'beleés’1ikely_ tobe

 disappointed with an industry career. ' Equip m.m with both "haad tdols_'f '

“and "pWer equipmen "

Ins:.st on mintalning hlgh comnmmcation standards. It isn't
enough that the g,raduate }mcw what he s doing, can he show or te:L'L

others? I am told that ma.ny doctoral comnlttees are surprised by the

B relative difficulty that some ca.nd:.da:tes bave in ex-pressing research

obgectives 5 methods and result,s. _ Perhaps the prog,rarn needs a better

balance.

Industry is certainly not bla.inel_ess in this problem of

preparing students for careers in industry. - I‘b bas been easy to

“eriticize, but far more difficult to become involved in corrective

action. There‘ is a wide range of ozipor'bunity for those of'us‘ in

industry to take part in this process, including professional exchange,

internships , active Institutional Membership in AAEA, a willingness‘_to

a‘(:lmowledge academic" viewpoints as wéll as our own, and perhaps most

:lmportantly s open up and maintain clear channels of communication!

August 12, 1975




