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Agricultural Industry Perceptions on
Leadership Perceptions, Skills, and Traits

Introduction/Theoretical/Conceptual Framework
Leadership theorists (Gardner, 1990; Kouzes & Posner, 1990; Bolt, 1996) believe we approached the twenty-first century with a dramatic deficit in leaders.  However, Bolt (1996) emphasized the deficit was really in leadership development, and not leadership itself.  The IBM Global Human Capital Study (2008) supported this contention when 75% of its respondents reported the inability to develop future leaders as a critical issue for organizations today.  
Leadership competencies are integral for enterprises seeking a path through a rapid escalation of global complexity (Capitalizing on Complexity, IBM, 2010).  In a recent study, a sample of ninety-seven human resource managers who recruited at a California university identified leadership skills as the second most important dimension among eight dimensions of employability valued in college graduates.  The authors of this study emphasized that graduates should be enterprising and employable; exhibiting leadership skills that business and industry organizations recognize (Rosenberg, Heimler, & Morote, 2012).  
The purpose of this study was to identify to what degree individual leadership skills, traits, and perceptions should be emphasized in curriculum designed to prepare college graduates for today’s agricultural business professions.  The following objectives were used to obtain the input required to design a leadership development curriculum: 1) To what extent do agricultural employers agree with perceptions of agriculture leadership statements, 2) determine level of importance of 20 leadership skills and knowledge statements, and 3) determine level of influence that 20 individual leadership traits have when describing a leader.
Methods
The population for this study consisted of exhibitors at a College of Agriculture career day.  Dillman’s (2009) tailored design method was used to develop the electronic survey instrument and collect data, which were analyzed using descriptive statistics.  The usable response rate was 17.82% (n = 113).
The survey instrument consisted of four sections.  Part one dealt with the perceptions about leadership and included twenty statements dealing with the perceptions of agriculture leadership.  A Likert-type scale measured respondents’ agreement levels (1 = Strongly Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Agree, 4 Strongly Agree).  Section two dealt with the leadership skills important when hiring new agricultural employees.  The twenty leadership knowledge and skills were to be evaluated using the following scale (1 = Not Important, 2 = Somewhat Important, 3 = Important, 4 = Very Important).  Section three dealt with the leadership traits, which were important when describing a leader, and were evaluated using a four point scale (1 = No Influence, 2 = Some Influence, 3 = Moderate Influence, 4 = High Influence).  Section four consisted of demographic questions.  The survey instrument was reviewed for face and content validity by a four member review panel which included an Executive Leadership Consultant; a Change, Communication, & Education Design Supervisor; and two AAAE Leadership SIG representatives.

Results/Findings
A diverse group of business people responded to the study (Table 1). The top five perceptions statements about leadership included: leaders are open to change (M=3.46), leaders are effective listeners (M=3.45), effective leaders are knowledgeable about their field (M=3.29) leaders are team players (M=3.24), and leaders can be trusted (M=3.17). On the other end of the spectrum, respondents indicated the five perception statements industry professionals most often rated lower included: students who are actively involved in athletics are leaders (M=2.45), leaders are in charge (M=2.35), once leaders go along with others (M=2.13), you are a leader you are always a leader (M=2.13), high academic success ensures strong leadership (M=2.10). 

Table 1. Demographic Findings
	Demographic Characteristics
	Resulting Data

	Gender
	Female 60% Male 40%

	Age
	28%  - 30-39 years of age

	Time with Company/Organization
	Mean 9.03  	Range .5 to 37 years

	Educational Level
	78% Bachelors degree or lower
22% Masters degree or higher

	Company/Organization Size
	40% Less than 200 employees
60% More than 201 employees

	Had leadership course in High School or College
	Yes 47%	No 53%

	Company/Organization  provided leadership training
	Yes 66%	No 34%


Respondents indicated the top five leadership skills as being accountable (M=3.77), communicating (visual and electronic) (M=3.77), adaptive to change (M= 3.69), taking responsibility (M=3.69), and listening (M=3.60).  Respondents rated five skills low on the rating scale including coaching (M=3.04), global dynamics (M=2.91), negotiating (M=2.90), delegating (M=2.90), and directing (M=2.78). 
Respondents indicated that five leadership traits were considered most influential included positive attitude (M=3.78), drive (M=3.70), honesty (M=3.69), trustworthy (M=3.68), and self-confidence (M=3.63). Respondents indicated that five traits were less of an influence included courteous (M=3.10), creativity (M=3.09), futuristic (M=3.06), curiosity (M=3.03), and citizenship (M=2.91).

Conclusions/Implications/Recommendations
The findings of this study shed light on the leadership perceptions, skills and traits sought by agricultural industry professionals.  The top perception and skill statements are consistent with the literature written on leadership by Kouzes and Posner (1990), which included five practices of exemplary leadership. Formal courses in leadership should focus on and emphasize the top leadership concepts identified in this study.  Credit or noncredit educational programs should be organized based on the top leadership skills and traits identified in this study, and more leadership training needs to be conducted with students in high school and colleges to enhance their professional skills. 
It is recommended continual feedback should be sought from industry professionals regarding leadership education.  It is important their input is used in developing curriculum and internship programs. Additional research needs to be conducted on why coaching, global dynamics, negotiating, delegating and directing are rated as the lowest five skills.
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