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Abstract

Over the past decade, relative macroeconomic stability in the US economy led agribusiness education
to focus primarily on microeconomic decision-making. Recent disruptions, however—including the
COVID-19 pandemic, inflation, and changes in monetary and trade policy—have renewed the
importance of macroeconomic literacy for agribusiness success. This study examines how
macroeconomic forces shape agribusiness outcomes and evaluates the extent to which
macroeconomics and international trade are incorporated into undergraduate agricultural economics
and agribusiness (AEAB) curricula at selected US universities. A systematic review highlights growing
demand for graduates who can interpret global economic trends, assess macroeconomic risks, and
apply data-driven approaches to strategic planning. Yet curriculum analysis indicates that many AEAB
programs provide limited exposure to macroeconomic content beyond introductory principles courses.
In response, we propose a tiered framework for strengthening macroeconomic training in agribusiness
education. The framework includes a minimum requirement in introductory macroeconomics
contextualized to agriculture and trade, along with recommended options such as applied
macroeconomics, international trade and finance, and macroeconometrics or forecasting modules.
Although implementation may be constrained by institutional and curricular barriers, a more
intentional macroeconomic emphasis would better align AEAB programs with workforce needs.

1 Introduction

The agricultural sector and its associated agribusinesses are increasingly shaped by a complex interplay
of macroeconomic forces such as monetary policy shifts, financial market conditions, and international
trade dynamics and inflation (e.g., Snell and Infanger 1991; Abbott et al. 2001; Abbott and McCalla 2002).
Historically, agribusiness education has emphasized microeconomic principles, focusing on firm-level
decision-making, resource allocation, and market structure (e.g., Barry 1999; Heiman et al. 2002; Boland
and Akridge 2004; 2008; Gillespie and Bampasidou 2018). This micro-level focus served the sector well
for several decades but has become less adequate in light of recent macro-level disruptions such as the
COVID-19 pandemic, inflationary surges, and geopolitical instability (e.g., Bowles and Carlin 2020; Brown
et al. 2024; Dorfman et al. 2024).

Earlier programs integrated substantial training in macroeconomics, international trade, and
finance (e.g., Schuh 1976; Carman and Pick 1986). Over time, however, as the curricula expanded to
address agribusiness management, environmental policy, and food systems, the emphasis on
macroeconomic content declined (e.g., Heiman et al. 2002; Harris et al. 2003; Gillespie and Bampasidou
2018). For example, Gillespie and Bampasidou (2018, pp. 333-334) reported that although nearly all
agricultural economics and agribusiness (AEAB) programs (95 percent) required introductory
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macroeconomics, fewer than half (43 percent) required intermediate coursework, and only 40 percent of
agribusiness programs did so. Similarly, Harris et al. (2003) found that the average intermediate
macroeconomics semester credit hour requirements in agribusiness programs had decreased by 59
percent compared to an earlier sample analyzed by Carman and Pick in 1986. While this evolution has
allowed disciplinary scope to broaden, it may have also resulted in variation in the depth of
macroeconomic coverage, with many graduates receiving limited exposure to core macroeconomic
concepts (e.g, Snell and Infanger 1991). While we note a historical decline in formal macroeconomics
coursework, we acknowledge that this trend cannot be attributed solely to the growing emphasis on
management and business skills. The curricular evolution of AEAB programs likely reflects multiple
tradeoffs, including reduced production-oriented content, expanded policy and sustainability
coursework, and institutional pressures to integrate experiential learning within fixed credit limits. Also,
many managerial and finance courses implicitly incorporate macroeconomic themes such as interest rate
risk, global supply chains, and inflation-adjusted investment analysis. Thus, rather than a direct
substitution, the shift toward managerial content may reflect a rebalancing of economic and managerial
emphases within existing agribusiness curricula.

Employer expectations further underscore the growing relevance of macroeconomic
competencies in agribusiness education. Industry leaders seek graduates with skills in global economic
forecasting, trade analysis, and financial risk management (e.g., Litzenberg and Schneider 1987, 1988;
Boland and Akridge 2004; Gillespie and Bampasidou 2018). While critical thinking and interpersonal
abilities remain essential (e.g., Graham 2001; Wachenheim and Lesch 2002, 2004; Miller et al. 2005;
Briggeman and Norwood 2011; Bampasidou et al. 2016), employers also prioritize candidates who can
interpret macroeconomic indicators and assess global market risks (e.g., Sonka and Hudson 1989; Boland
and Daniel 1999; Noel and Qenani 2013). Despite faculty recognition of these needs, many programs have
been cautious in expanding macroeconomic content in response to evolving industry demands (Oldfather
and Schurle 2001; Gillespie and Bampasidou 2018).

This study argues that AEAB programs would benefit from a more intentional integration of
macroeconomic reasoning alongside their traditional strengths in farm management, marketing, and
applied business analytics. The following sections build this case progressively. Section 2 illustrates how
macroeconomic trends impact agribusiness. Section 3 reviews the current coverage of macroeconomics
and international trade courses in AEAB curricula at 46 land-grant universities. Section 4 presents a
systematic review of literature on skill needs and curricular gaps. Finally, Section 5 offers a tiered
approach for strengthening macroeconomic training in AEAB programs to better prepare students for an
evolving macroeconomic landscape.

2 Changing Macroeconomic Landscape and the Agribusiness
Monetary and fiscal policies are key levers shaping the agricultural economy (Abbott and McCalla 2002).
Monetary policy, through control of money supply and interest rates, affects borrowing costs, inflation,
and exchange rates (Ardeni and Freebairn 2002). Interest rate hikes increase the cost of capital for
producers, constraining investment in land, equipment, and infrastructure (Penson and Gardner 1990).
The sharp rise in US agricultural loan rates in 2022, for example, curtailed investment and depressed
land values, which, in turn, has restricted entry for new and small-scale farmers. Such financial tightening
contributes to long-term trends in consolidation and declining opportunities for independent producers.
Expansionary monetary policies, on the other hand, have historically fueled inflation, altering agricultural
price dynamics and potentially increasing market volatility (Schuh 1976; Penson and Gardner 1990;
Lachaal and Womack 1998).

Fiscal policy further shapes the sector through government spending and taxation. Public
investments in infrastructure, subsidies, and farm support programs influence sectoral performance and
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long-term development (Penson and Gardner 1990). While expansionary fiscal policies, including
agricultural subsidies and stimulus programs, can provide short-term relief, these effects are often offset
when contractionary monetary policies, such as the Federal Reserve’s recent tightening measures,
restrict liquidity for agribusinesses (Snell and Infanger 1991; Ardeni and Freebairn 2002). In developing
economies, the shift from consumer-focused agricultural subsidies to producer subsidies also affects
global supply and demand dynamics (Abbott and McCalla 2002).

Inflation, often influenced by expansionary monetary conditions, poses multiple challenges to
agribusiness. Rising input costs for fuel, fertilizer, and machinery tighten margins, especially when
commodity prices lag behind cost increases. Inflation also shifts consumer demand toward lower-cost
staples, reshaping food markets and influencing production decisions (e.g., Penson and Gardner 1990;
Lachaal and Womack 1998; Ardeni and Freebairn 2002).

Trade policies remain a central determinant of agribusiness profitability, as tariffs, subsidies, and
international agreements shape market access and competitive positioning (Carman and Pick 1986;
Litzenberg and Schneider 1988; Abbott et al. 2001). The US-China trade war highlighted the risks of
geopolitical uncertainty, as retaliatory tariffs on key agricultural exports such as soybeans and pork
caused significant revenue losses for American farmers. At the same time, trade liberalization agreements
such as the United States—-Mexico-Canada Agreement (USMCA) have expanded market opportunities but
heightened competitive pressures, requiring agribusinesses to pursue efficiency and economies of scale.
Exchange rate fluctuations further impact agribusinesses by affecting the cost of imported inputs and the
competitiveness of exports. A stronger US dollar makes American agricultural products more expensive
in global markets, while a weaker dollar raises input costs (Penson and Gardner 1990; Lachaal and
Womack 1998; Ardeni and Freebairn 2002).

Recent macro-level shocks have exposed vulnerabilities in agribusiness supply chains, financial
systems, and labor markets. The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted transportation networks, delayed input
deliveries, and led to widespread labor shortages, intensifying cost pressures across the agricultural
sector (Abbott et al. 2001; Dorfman et al. 2024). These disruptions prompted firms to adopt digital
solutions, including automation, precision agriculture, and remote monitoring technologies to improve
resilience. Global conflicts and climate-related disruptions have introduced additional sources of
pressure. The Russia-Ukraine war, for example, disrupted global grain and fertilizer markets, while
climate-induced events—such as prolonged droughts, floods, and extreme temperatures—continue to
create supply constraints and food price volatility. These disruptions demand more resilient business
strategies, including diversification, financial risk management, and long-term sustainability planning
(King et al. 2010). A workforce grounded in macroeconomic reasoning will be better prepared to lead
through global economic uncertainty.

3 Review of Current Macroeconomics and Related Course Offerings in

Agribusiness and Agricultural Programs

This section examines the current course offerings and curricula at selected US universities to ensure a
comprehensive evaluation of current macroeconomics and trade integration in agribusiness and
agricultural economics education. The list of departments follows Dorfman et al. (2024) and includes
programs with substantial enrollment and active agribusiness research activity, spanning both land-grant
and non-land-grant institutions, with a maximum of two departments per state. Across these universities,
departments of agricultural and applied economics, agribusiness, and related fields exhibit substantial
variation in the extent to which they integrate macroeconomic and international trade courses into their
curricula.
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Table 1. Summary of macroeconomics and international trade/economics courses offered in
undergraduate agribusiness and agricultural economics departments at selected US
universities

All Departments Departments Departments Not
Offering Offering
Agribusiness Agribusiness
Majors Majors
Count % Count % Count %

1. Total number of agricultural, applied, 46 100.0 35 100.00 11 100.0
and agribusiness departments
2. Departments with ‘agribusiness’ or 5 10.9 4 11.43 1 9.1
‘business’ in their department name
3. Departments offering a major/degree 35 76.1 35 100.00 0 0.0
with ‘business’ or ‘agribusiness’
4. Departments offering a dedicated 42 87.0 32 91.43 10 90.9
Principles of Macroeconomics course
4.1. If Principles of Macroeconomics is 36 74.5 30 85.71 6 54.5
required
4.2. If Principles of Macroeconomics is 39 84.8 29 82.86 10 90.9
offered only through another department
5. Departments offering 38 82.6 27 77.14 11 100.0
intermediate/upper-undergraduate
macroeconomics
5.1. If intermediate /upper-undergraduate 13 28.3 7 20.00 6 54.5
macroeconomics is required
5.2. If intermediate/upper-undergraduate 33 77 23 65.71 10 90.9
macroeconomics is offered only through
another department
6. Departments offering international 39 84.8 29 82.86 10 90.9
trade/economics course
6.1. Required international 17 37.0 14 40.00 3 27.3
trade/economics offerings
6.2. International trade/economics 11 23.9 8 22.86 3 27.3
offered only through another department
7. Departments offering additional in- 12 26.1 10 28.57 2 18.2

house electives in macroeconomics or

international economics/trade

Notes: The complete data on course offerings across US agricultural economics and agribusiness programs is presented in
Supplemental Table S1. Following the list provided by Dorfman et al. (2024), a total of 46 departments were considered. A
search was conducted on individual department and university webpages for program requirements/curricula. Where an
additional catalog/course offerings search was necessary, only Fall 2024 and Spring 2025 offerings were filtered.
Information was last accessed on December 31, 2024. When counting international trade/macroeconomics offerings,
courses that focus on agricultural policy without dedicated focus on international or macro are excluded. Elective options
provided through another department (e.g., economics, finance, political sciences) are not included.
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The analysis of course offerings across 46 agricultural and applied economics departments reveals the
distribution of macroeconomic and international trade coursework, particularly in relation to applied
economics versus agribusiness-focused programs (Table 1). Of the 46 departments, only 5 had
“agribusiness” or “business” in their department names. However, 35 of the 46 departments offered
majors or degrees that included “agribusiness” or “business” in the title.

The Principles of Macroeconomics course serves as a foundational component across agricultural
and applied economics programs. The findings from Table 1 indicate that 87 percent of departments (42
of 46) offer a dedicated Principles of Macroeconomics course, underscoring its broad acceptance as a
core requirement. This proportion remains consistent among departments with agribusiness or business
majors, where 91.4 percent (32 out of 35) include this course. This widespread adoption ensures that
students receive a standardized introduction to macroeconomic concepts, including GDP measurement,
inflation, interest rates, fiscal policy, and economic cycles, that are relevant to the agricultural sector.

Despite the near-universal inclusion of introductory macroeconomic coursework, there is
variation in course delivery (Supplemental Table S1). Some institutions offer Principles of
Macroeconomics within their own departments (3 of 42 all departments and 3 of 32 agribusiness-
focused departments), integrating course material specifically with agricultural market dynamics. Others
require students to take the course from general economics or business schools, where the content may
be less directly connected to agricultural applications.

A greater disparity emerges in the availability of intermediate or upper-level macroeconomics
coursework (Table 1). While 82.6 percent of all departments (38 of 46) offer such courses, their inclusion
is less common in departments that house agribusiness or business majors. Among these departments,
77.1 percent (27 of 35) offer intermediate macroeconomics, compared to 100 percent (11 of 11) in non-
agribusiness departments. Furthermore, far fewer departments require the intermediate-level
macroeconomics compared to the principles of macroeconomics course; specifically, among all 38
departments that offered intermediate-level macroeconomics, only 13 departments (28.3 percent)
required students to take it. Similarly, 7 of the 27 (20 percent) agribusiness departments made
intermediate macroeconomics a requirement for their students. In contrast, 6 of the 11 (54.5 percent)
non-agribusiness-focused departments required students to complement principles with intermediate
macroeconomics. In-house offerings of intermediate macroeconomics offerings were also low, with only
5 departments teaching the course internally (4 in agribusiness-offering departments and 1 in non-
agribusiness departments). The observed decline in intermediate and advanced macroeconomics
offerings should not be interpreted as evidence that programs have intentionally displaced
macroeconomic content in favor of business training. Rather, the evolution of AEAB curricula could
reflect a broader diversification of subject matter within the curriculum. In some cases, macroeconomic
principles are likely embedded within existing finance, marketing, or risk management courses rather
than offered as standalone macroeconomics courses.

International trade courses are also widely included in agricultural and applied economics
programs. Although international trade encompasses both micro- and macroeconomic dimensions, we
include trade-focused courses as a component of macroeconomic training because they typically address
exchange rate dynamics, trade policy effects on aggregate economic variables, and the linkages between
domestic monetary conditions and international capital and goods flows, which are central topics for
macroeconomic reasoning in agribusiness contexts. The results show that 39 out of 46 departments (84.8
percent) offer a dedicated trade-focused course, with a slightly lower prevalence among departments
offering agribusiness majors (82.9 percent, or 29 of 35) compared to departments without such majors
(90.9 percent, or 10 of 11). Compared to macroeconomics courses (both principles and intermediate), in-
house delivery of international trade courses is much higher across all types of departments. A total of 28
departments directly offer international trade courses (21 in agribusiness-offering departments and 7 in
non-agribusiness departments). These findings highlight the recognition of trade dynamics, exchange
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rates, and trade policy as critical components of modern agribusiness education. The high prevalence of
international trade coursework suggests that departments are equipping students with the analytical
tools necessary to navigate global agricultural markets, assess trade agreements, and interpret policy
implications.

While initial findings from data in Table 1 suggest that agribusiness-offering departments
prioritize macroeconomics and trade coursework due to a business-oriented focus, a deeper structural
explanation emerges. Departments that offer agribusiness majors frequently also house traditional
agricultural or applied economics programs, which inherently emphasize macroeconomic training. This
dual structure likely accounts for the greater presence of macroeconomic courses in these departments.
Conversely, departments that do not offer an agribusiness-specific major tend to be more
interdisciplinary, integrating coursework from various fields such as agricultural policy, environmental
economics, and rural development. These broader disciplinary perspectives may result in a varying
emphasis on standalone macroeconomics courses.

Beyond core macroeconomics and trade coursework, only a few departments offer (in-house)
additional electives that further enhance students’ preparedness for careers in agribusiness, trade
analysis, and policy development (Supplemental Table S2). These specialized courses include
Agricultural Sector Analysis, Open Macroeconomics of Development, Global Food Marketing, and
International Finance. Such coursework could provide students with practical applications of
macroeconomic theory and equip them with analytical skills for making trade policy, managing financial
risk, and analyzing commodity markets. These advanced electives, while not widely offered, further
reinforce the role of economic training in preparing agribusiness students for careers in agricultural
markets and global agribusiness sectors.

Overall, agricultural and applied economics departments demonstrate a strong commitment to
teaching macroeconomics at the principles level, with near-universal adoption of introductory
macroeconomics coursework across programs. However, beyond this foundational level, these
departments take far less ownership of intermediate and advanced macroeconomic training, particularly
for agribusiness students. Compared to non-agribusiness-focused departments, those offering
agribusiness or business majors are less likely to require intermediate macroeconomics coursework, and
even fewer provide it in-house. This suggests that while departments recognize the importance of
macroeconomic literacy, they may rely on external economics or business programs to provide more
advanced instruction. In contrast, agricultural and applied economics departments play a much greater
role in delivering international trade and policy coursework. A substantial proportion of these
departments offer in-house trade-related courses, ensuring that content is directly tailored to
agricultural markets, global trade policies, and agribusiness applications. While international trade
coursework is well-integrated within agricultural and applied economics programs, the limited in-house
offerings of intermediate and advanced macroeconomics courses highlight opportunities for curriculum
development.

4 Macroeconomic Training and Graduate Preparedness: Insights from a

Systematic Review of the Literature

Amid growing economic uncertainty and evolving industry demands, it is increasingly important to
evaluate whether agribusiness education adequately prepares students for a dynamic labor market. To
explore this question, we conducted a systematic review of studies on skill and training gaps in
agricultural economics and agribusiness programs over the past 2 decades.
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4.1 Systematic Review Methodology

We used a semi-automated process utilizing Elicit (2025), an Al-powered literature screening tool,
combined with manual inspection to generate the final systematic review of 18 papers on skill and
training gaps in agribusiness and agricultural economics departments in the United States. Elicit’s
literature search process employs a large language model (LLM)-powered semantic search system that
goes beyond traditional keyword-based approaches. The methodology proceeded in four stages:

(1) initial retrieval using neural embedding models to identify candidate papers based on
conceptual similarity rather than simple keyword matching

(2) relevancy scoring and ranking via a transformer-based classification model trained to assess
topical alignment

(3) selection of the top 500 papers based on relevance scores

(4) manual screening using predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria

This approach leverages LLMs to interpret complex, multidimensional queries and improve both recall
and precision in retrieval. The re-ranking algorithm evaluates the contextual content of each paper,
enabling prioritization of highly relevant literature and producing a more targeted corpus than
conventional search tools.

The initial PICO question guiding the selection in Elicit (2025) was: “In agribusiness and
agricultural economics education (P), how does the integration of macroeconomic and international
trade competencies (I) compared to a focus on managerial and business-oriented skills (C) affect
graduates’ preparedness for industry demands and economic adaptability (0)?” While the PICO
framework distinguishes between macroeconomic and managerial emphases for analytical clarity, these
domains are not mutually exclusive in practice. Many business-oriented competencies—such as financial
risk management, global marketing, and strategic planning—inherently draw on macroeconomic
reasoning.

Based on the PICO question, Elicit retrieved the 500 most relevant publications for further
evaluation. The initial screening criteria for these 500 publications focused on several key aspects. First,
the studies were assessed for their relevance to higher education, excluding primary and secondary
education. Second, the criteria considered whether the studies analyzed employer skill demands or
industry expectations within the agricultural and food sectors. Last, the publications were evaluated
based on their examination of curriculum structure, course content, or delivery methods, particularly
those related to macroeconomics or international trade in agribusiness or agricultural economics
programs. Additional filters limited the selection to papers published after 1980, focusing on US-based
programs, and written in English. Each paper was then evaluated and scored on a scale from 1 to 5, with
5 being the highest relevance to the PICO question while meeting the screening criteria. After all papers
were ranked, a threshold score of 2.0 was used as the cutoff, resulting in 27 papers selected for the next
phase of manual screening. Manual screening of papers scoring between 1.00 and 2.00 led to the
inclusion of four additional papers. Subsequently, abstract-based manual relevance screening removed
13 papers, yielding a final set of 18 papers for systematic review.

The 18 selected papers were analyzed based on the following categories: study type (e.g., review,
commentary, survey study), study subjects (e.g., students, employers, US agribusiness and agricultural
economics programs), objectives, key conclusions regarding training and skills gaps, and whether the
study explicitly mentioned “Macroeconomics” or “International Trade/Economics.” Supplemental Table
S3 provides a summary of each of the 18 reviewed papers, detailing their type, objectives, key
conclusions regarding skill needs, and whether they mentioned macroeconomics or international
trade/economics. Due to space limitations, other analyzed columns were excluded but are available upon
request from the authors. Below, we provide summary of insights from these 18 publications.
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4.2 Systematic Review Findings

Figure 1 summarizes frequencies of soft and technical skills emphasized in the reviewed literature. Panel
(a) highlights key soft skills sought in agribusiness and agricultural economics students, with
communication and interpersonal skills emerging as the most critical for workplace collaboration and
interaction. Leadership and teamwork are also highly valued, while problem-solving, critical thinking,
adaptability, and continuous learning underscore the need for innovation and lifelong learning. Other
skills, including writing and creativity, receive less emphasis but remain relevant, with attributes like
self-confidence and common sense categorized under “other.” Panel (b) focuses on essential technical
skills in professional contexts, where global and cross-cultural competency is the most frequently cited,
reflecting the demand for navigating diverse international environments. Macroeconomics and policy
understanding follows, emphasizing the importance of economic policy knowledge. Additionally,
technical, quantitative, and analytical skills and hands-on, practical experience highlight the need for both
theoretical expertise and its application. Less frequently mentioned but still significant are marketing,
accounting and finance, and foreign language proficiency, alongside relatively niche competencies such as
industry-specific knowledge and expertise in international regulations, and institutions that support
specialized professional development.

Upon closer examination of curriculum recommendations and skills gap assessments, a clear
pattern emerges over time. Early literature identified significant deficiencies in macroeconomic
education within agricultural economics programs. Historically, the discipline focused largely on
microeconomic issues despite agriculture’s exposure to macro-level forces (Snell and Infanger 1991).
This prompted calls for greater attention to macroeconomic principles in both research and teaching, as
many agricultural economists, especially those trained before the 1980s, had limited preparation in
monetary, fiscal, and trade policy (Oldfather and Schurle 2001; Snell and Infanger 1991). By the mid-
1980s, rising interest rates and a strong dollar had underscored the importance of macroeconomic
literacy. Scholars urged that macroeconomic policy receive the same attention as commodity policy and
that concepts such as exchange rates, interest rates, and budget deficits be incorporated into agricultural
economics curricula (Snell and Infanger 1991; Oldfather and Schurle 2001). They also advocated for
more applied instruction that would help farmers, agribusinesses, and policymakers interpret
macroeconomic signals relevant to agriculture.

After the early 2000s, the focus of agribusiness education shifted toward managerial and business-
oriented competencies (e.g., Heiman et al. 2002; Boland and Akridge 2004). Employers and academic
leaders emphasized communication leadership, teamwork, and decision-making as key skills (Dooley and
Fulton 1999; Wachenheim and Lesch 2002; Briggeman and Norwood 2011; Noel and Qenani 2013).
Surveys also highlighted growing demand for technological proficiency and business acumen (Graham
2001; Miller et al. 2005; Briggeman and Norwood 2011; Noel and Qenani 2013). The literature also
reflected calls for more international perspectives in agribusiness curricula, emphasizing trade theory,
world capital markets, and international institutions as essential to workforce preparedness (Litzenberg
and Schneider 1988; Boland 2012; Gillespie and Bampasidou 2018). Although some stakeholders
assigned lower priority to formal international coursework (Wachenheim and Lesch 2002; Noel and
Qenani 2013), other studies reaffirmed the importance of cross-border competence and foreign language
skills for global careers (Miller et al. 2005; Boland 2012).

Despite curricular shifts toward more managerial focus, concerns about macroeconomic
preparedness persisted. Studies found that few students advanced beyond introductory
macroeconomics, and faculty frequently cited weaknesses in students’ understanding of key macro
concepts (Oldfather and Schurle 2001). Scholars recommended embedding macroeconomic material into
agricultural economics courses and exposing students to trade policy processes to enhance their global
awareness (Snell and Infanger 1991; Oldfather and Schurle 2001). Employers have likewise renewed
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calls for graduates with analytical skills relevant to global trade policy and financial markets (Larson
1996; Noel and Qenani 2013; Gillespie and Bampasidou 2018; Brown et al. 2024). As curriculum
demands expand to include topics such as risk management, supply chains, and technology adoption, the
need for integrated macroeconomic training remains evident (Boland 2012; Brown et al. 2024; Dorfman

et al. 2024).

1(a) Themes of soft skills

o

Communication and Interpersonal Skills
Leadership & Teamwork
Problem-Solving & Critical Thinking

Adaptability & Continuous Learning

Skill theme

Writing

Creativity -

Other (e.g., self-confidence, common-sense)

# of mentions in the reviewed literature

1(b) Themes of technical skills

Global & Cross-Cultural Competency
Macroeconomics & Policy Understanding
Technical, Quantitative & Analytical Skills
Hands-on, practical experience

Marketing

Accounting and Finance

Skill theme

Foreign langauge
Industry-Specific Knowledge
International markets, regulations, and institutions

Money, banking and financial markets

0 2 4 6 8

12

# of mentions in the reviewed literature

Figure 1. Themes of soft and technical skills identified from the systematic
review of the literature
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Given today’s renewed macroeconomic volatility, mastery of micro-level decision tools alone may
no longer be sufficient. It is no coincidence that many of the reviewed studies recommending
macroeconomic and trade skills were published in the years following major macroeconomic shifts from
the 1980s through the early 2000s.

5 Conclusions and Recommendations

As macroeconomic volatility becomes more pronounced, graduates must leave agribusiness and
agricultural economics programs with the ability to interpret and respond to the macroeconomic forces
shaping the sector. Our analysis suggests a shift in undergraduate agribusiness and agricultural
economics curricula over the past 2 decades from foundational economic theory toward managerial and
business-oriented technical skills. While these skills remain important, they are not sufficient on their
own for today’s rapidly evolving economic landscape.

Our curriculum review across the 46 selected US universities shows that most programs require
introductory macroeconomics, but relatively few require advanced coursework. This pattern reflects
longstanding concerns documented in the literature. As early as the mid-1980s, Carman and Pick (1986,
p. 9) reported that

43 percent of the agricultural business and 23 percent of the agricultural economics
programs do not require a course in intermediate macroeconomic theory,” concluding that
“the absence of an intermediate macroeconomic theory requirement in many programs
appears to us to be a major curriculum gap.

Although some progress followed, it was modest. Oldfather and Schurle (2001) noted that
undergraduate programs in agricultural economics required more attention to macroeconomics than 30
years earlier, but the increase was little more than incremental (p. 469). Between 1985 (Carman and Pick
1986) and 2001 (Harris et al. 2003), the average intermediate macroeconomics semester-credit-hour
(SCH) requirement in agribusiness programs fell by 59 percent. By 2001, 63.5 percent of undergraduate
agricultural economics students had taken Intermediate Macroeconomics, and only 17.5 percent had
taken International Trade and Finance (Oldfather and Schurle 2001). In a subsequent national review,
Gillespie and Bampasidou (2018) found that fewer than half (43 percent) of agricultural economics and
agribusiness programs required intermediate macroeconomics.

The decline in macroeconomic training within AEAB programs appears to reflect broader
structural pressures rather than a single deliberate shift. As curricula expanded to accommodate
agribusiness management, food systems, environmental policy, and experiential learning requirements,
macroeconomic content, particularly at the intermediate and advanced levels, was crowded out within
fixed credit hour constraints (Harris et al. 2003; Gillespie and Bampasidou 2018). Simultaneously, the
growing overlap between AEAB and business school curricula placed greater emphasis on the
communication, leadership, and managerial decision-making skills that employers also prioritized. These
pressures align with Stock’s (2024) finding that exposure to economics declined across many non-
economics majors. Because AEAB programs were classified within the life sciences category in Stock
(2024), those results likely capture agribusiness students as part of this broader trend. In contrast, most
economics majors continue to require both principles and intermediate macroeconomics courses
(Marshall et al. 2024), highlighting the divergence between traditional economics and AEAB curricula in
macroeconomic training,.

The practical consequences of this curricular evolution have been documented for decades. In
1991, 40 percent of state Extension specialists, many of them AEAB graduates, reported that they did not
feel qualified to discuss monetary, fiscal, or trade policy with their clientele (Snell and Infanger 1991).
More recent employer surveys suggest that this gap persists. Industry stakeholders continue to call for
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graduates who can interpret macroeconomic signals, assess exchange rate and interest rate risks, and
evaluate the trade policy environment (Noel and Qenani 2013; Gillespie and Bampasidou 2018; Brown et
al. 2024). As macroeconomic volatility has intensified, the cost of this preparedness gap has become more
visible. Addressing it does not require wholesale curricular redesign, but it does call for a more deliberate
and structured approach to macroeconomic content within AEAB programs.

5.1 Recommended Tiered Framework for Macroeconomic Training in AEAB

Curricula
We propose a tiered benchmark framework for strengthening macroeconomic training in AEAB curricula
that can be adapted to varying institutional capacities and student career pathways:

Minimum Core: One required introductory-level macroeconomics course covering national income
accounting, interest rates, inflation, and policy instruments—ideally contextualized with agricultural and
trade examples.

Recommended Enhancements: Additional coursework or modular content that deepens students’
ability to analyze macroeconomic forces. Subject to institutional resources, these enhancements could
include:

e anintermediate or applied macroeconomics course, emphasizing the agricultural relevance of
monetary and fiscal policy mechanisms, open economy dynamics, and financial shocks

e elective or modular coursework (e.g., short-format modules or policy labs) in areas such as
international trade and finance, global supply chains, macroeconomic forecasting, or
macroeconometrics

These enhancements are especially relevant for students pursuing careers in global commodity markets,
export-oriented agribusiness, international development, or trade policy. While not essential for all
students, they provide important tools for interpreting exchange rates, capital flows, and external shocks
in a globally interconnected economy.

This framework is consistent with broader curriculum design principles discussed by Gillespie
and Bampasidou (2018), who emphasize alignment of analytical content with professional competencies,
and Brown et al. (2024), who highlight the need for curricula that support both short- and long-term
decision-making.

5.2 Practical Recommendations for Implementation
To support the proposed framework, departments should consider the following implementation
strategies:

e FEncourage additional macroeconomics coursework: Students should be encouraged, but not
required, to pursue intermediate or applied macroeconomics to strengthen their analytical
capabilities.

e Develop elective tracks in international economics: International trade and finance electives could
be grouped into thematic tracks or certificates to guide students with global or policy interests.
Complementary macroeconometric training (e.g., time-series econometrics, forecasting), could
further strengthen students’ competitiveness in the job market.

e Integrate macroeconomic content into applied courses: Simulations, case studies, and industry
projects can embed macroeconomic reasoning into existing agribusiness courses. Modular or
hybrid learning formats could offer students flexibility in acquiring macroeconomic skills without
requiring full additional coursework.
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e Leverage cross-departmental collaboration: Joint programs or co-listed courses with economics or
finance departments can expand access to macroeconomic perspectives without straining
departmental resources.

e Align offerings with career pathways: Macro-focused electives should be framed as value-added
options tailored to specific employment contexts, rather than as general requirements.

While institutional and curricular constraints may limit universal implementation, flexible
integration of macroeconomic training can help ensure that interested students are not underprepared.
Graduates equipped with macroeconomic literacy will be better positioned to navigate economic
uncertainty, evaluate macroeconomic policy responses, and contribute to a resilient and globally
connected agribusiness sector. Reaffirming the role of macroeconomics alongside business,
communication, and analytical skills will strengthen AEAB education as it evolves.

About the Authors: Gulcan Onel (gulcan.onel@ufl.edu) is an Associate Professor, Jennifer Clark is an Instructional
Associate Professor, Caleb Stair is an Instructional Assistant Professor, Jared Gars is an Assistant Professor, and James Seale
Jr.is a Professor at the University of Florida.
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