[bookmark: _Hlk191240524]Planting Seeds of Change: Assessing the Contribution of 4-H and FFA Programs on Local Food Systems in New Mexico

Adebayo Adeoti, New Mexico State University
William Norris, New Mexico State University
Peter Skelton, New Mexico State University

Introduction
Local food systems connect producers with consumers, fostering sustainable food production and distribution within specific geographic areas (Enthoven & Van den Broeck, 2021). Enthoven and Van den Broeck (2021) emphasize that local food systems foster connections between producers and nearby consumers, thereby enhancing local economies. Youth play diverse roles in local food systems, as consumers supporting their communities and as producers in some instances, often associated with a youth agricultural organization (Yeboah et al., 2020). 

Youth agricultural organizations, such as 4-H and FFA, enhance local food system efficiency by equipping youth with opportunities to develop skills in the food production industry (Ahrens et al., 2015; Anderson et al., 2010; Hoover et al., 2007; Kelsey, 2020; Copeland et al., 2020). The 4-H program, managed by the Cooperative Extension System and the United States Department of Agriculture, engages youth in projects and community service to develop leadership and life skills (Harris et al., 2016; Kelsey, 2020; Kelsey & Fuhrman, 2020). It fosters the “Six C’s” of positive youth development— character, caring, competence, confidence, connection, and contribution (Lerner et al., 2013). Through agricultural training, 4-H empowers youth to produce food, engage with agricultural systems, and contribute to strengthening local food systems (Fowler et al., 2022). 

FFA, a student-led organization, prepares youth for agricultural careers through leadership and practical education (Ahrens et al., 2015; Hoover et al., 2007). The three-component model of agricultural education allows students to be immersed in experiential instruction regarding agricultural practices (Croom, 2008). The supervised agricultural experience (SAE) model utilized by school-based agricultural education (SBAE) involves students designing and implementing agricultural projects, providing hands-on skills (Baker et al., 2012). Rank and Retallick (2016) suggested that SAEs are foundational to agricultural education, enabling students to bridge classroom instruction with real-world practice through authentic project-based learning. These programs bolster local food systems by training youth in food production and other areas of agriculture, resulting in an estimated $1.6 billion in national economic impact (Norris et al., 2025). The 4-H and FFA organizations support economic stability (Norris et al., 2025) and innovative practices among youth (Ramsey & Edwards, 2011). Holmgren and Reid (2007) reported that livestock projects teach responsibility and self-confidence. Turnbull (2020) demonstrated that FFA and SAE participation are correlated with college engagement. Furthermore, many studies suggest that students engaged in SBAE and FFA performed better academically than their peers (Chiasson & Burnett, 2001; Nolin & Parr, 2013; Theriot & Kotrlik, 2009) and that students involved in SBAE/FFA have higher high school graduation rates (McKim et al., 2018). Organizations such as FFA and 4-H also help guide students toward careers in agriculture (Duncan et al., 2015), thereby further enhancing local food systems. While youth agricultural organizations advance an important mission, there is a lack of research on how these programs contribute to the development of local food systems.

Theoretical Framework
The Social Cognitive Theory served as the framework for this study. It explains how New Mexico’s 4-H and FFA programs support growth in local food systems (Bandura, 1971). Members of agricultural youth programs learn sustainable agriculture and local food system practices through observational learning, social learning, and environmental factors (Ball et al., 2001). Professional dimensions, including motivation, self-efficacy, and personal interests, significantly influence individuals' behavioral patterns and learning outcomes in 4-H and FFA. The cognitive traits and motivational drives of 4-H and FFA members determine their learning behavior and knowledge acquisition (Boleman et al., 2004). 4-H and FFA members who show genuine interest and motivation in local food systems will learn and apply new behavioral knowledge. The members interested in sustainable agriculture will tend to educate themselves about sustainable farming practices and implement these new methods in their personal endeavors.

Purpose and Objectives
The purpose of this study is to assess the influence of youth agricultural organizations on local food systems from the perspective of agricultural producers. The following research objective guided this study:

1. Evaluate the perceptions of agricultural producers regarding the influence of youth agricultural organizations on local food systems.

Methodology
This study utilized a qualitative phenomenological case study design (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Using a naturalistic approach (Lincoln & Guba, 1985), semi-structured one-on-one interviews with current and former 4-H and FFA members formed a key part of the data collection exercise (Bryman, 2016). This design was selected due to the niche nature of the population and the topic. This study aimed to evaluate the impact of 4-H and FFA programs on enhancing local food systems in New Mexico. The design allowed us to describe the lived experiences of participants as both producers and former members of youth agricultural organizations.  

The target population for this study consisted of a diverse group of food producers in New Mexico who had prior involvement with agricultural youth organizations, such as 4-H and FFA. Snowball sampling was employed to recruit participants for this study. However, snowball sampling can be susceptible to selection bias because participants may refer participants with similar perspectives, which is a limitation of this study (Parker et al., 2019).

We conducted n = 11 interviews with agricultural producers to assess the impact of agricultural youth organizations on local food systems. All participants were assigned a pseudonym to maintain anonymity (Allen & Wiles, 2016).  The interview featured open-ended questions to explore participants' experiences with 4-H and FFA programs, the knowledge and skills they have gained, and their perceived impact on local food systems (Table 1). 
Table 1

Semi-Structured Interview Questions

	What motivated you to join the 4-H/FFA program?

	How would you describe your understanding of local food systems before and after your involvement in the program?

	What specific skills or knowledge related to agriculture or local food systems did you gain from the program?

	Can you share any projects or initiatives you were involved in through the program that aimed to enhance local food systems?

	How has your involvement in 4-H/FFA influenced your career choices or community engagement around local food systems?

	How would you describe your interaction or relationship with 4-H/FFA programs or participants?

	Have you noticed any changes in local food systems or markets that you attribute to 4-H/FFA programs or initiatives?

	Are there any collaborations or support systems between your enterprise and 4-H/FFA programs? If so, please describe the nature of these collaborations.

	In your opinion, how do 4-H/FFA programs contribute to the sustainability and resilience of local food systems?

	What recommendations would you have for enhancing the role of 4-H/FFA programs in supporting local food systems?


 
The data collected from the interviews was transcribed and analyzed using NVivo, a qualitative data analysis software, which assisted in the coding and analysis process. Using the constant comparative method (Glaser, 1965), an inductive coding process was employed for data analysis, which involved systematic coding and categorization of responses through thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). In the first phase, open coding was performed to generate significant patterns, which were then axially coded to link the themes. Through its use, NVivo helped keep track of the data and facilitated cross-referencing and comparing themes between participant groups. Additionally, exemplary statements were used to frame each qualitative theme (Bryman, 2016). This helped analyze the extent to which 4-H and FFA programs contribute to enhancing local food systems. 

To ensure the study's trustworthiness, we employed triangulation by comparing interview transcripts, field notes taken during the interview, and a reflexive journal (Nowell et al., 2017). This technique leverages the strengths of multiple data sources to reveal potential biases, providing a richer and more nuanced analysis (Patton, 2002). A detailed codebook, systematic documentation, and researcher reflexivity throughout the coding process contributed to the confirmability, trustworthiness, and minimization of potential biases in the qualitative analysis (Nowell et al., 2017). The demographics of the participants are detailed in Table 2.
 



Table 2

Demographic Characteristics of Participants

	Identifier
	Gender
	Age Range
	Ethnicity
	Education

	Mary (F1)
	Female
	41-50
	White
	High School

	James (M1)
	Male
	70+
	Other
	Graduate Degree


	Jennifer (F2)
	Female
	41-50
	White
	Graduate Degree

	Peter (M2)
	Male
	61-70
	Other
	Graduate Degree


	Jessica (F3)
	Female
	61-70
	Hispanic
	Bachelor’s Degree

	Paul (M3)
	Male
	51-60
	White
	Graduate Degree

	Adrian (M4)
	Male
	51-60
	African American
	Associate’s Degree

	Amber (F4)
	Female
	31-40
	White
	Graduate Degree

	Kenny (M5)
(F10
	Male
	41-50
	White
	Graduate Degree

	Jude (M6)

	Male
	51-60
	White
	High School

	Skye (F5)
	Female
	21-30
	White
	Graduate Degree


Note. All participants were assigned a pseudonym (Allen & Wiles, 2016). n = 11
Results

Improved Knowledge of the Local Food System
	Participants noted that their knowledge of agricultural practices and local food systems increased as a result of their involvement with FFA and 4-H.  Jessica stated (F3), “Before, it was more of within the family ranch... I did not think of the end product... I also did not think of the expenditure that went into it. And in 4H and FFA...you see the full circle." Jude (M6) and Jessica (F3) made extensive remarks regarding the skills they developed in 4-H and FFA, including record-keeping, marketing, and harvesting. They noted that these skills were important in implementing their SAE projects, animal husbandry, and leadership roles. Additionally, Kenny (M5), Peter (M2), and Paul (M3) also mentioned developing similar skills, suggesting that these programs have a wide range of educational applications. Adrian (M4) noted, “I probably didn't even recognize what food systems were [before FFA and 4-H]... I believed our food came from the grocery store... getting involved in those programs... I became much more aware of what a food system was”.
 
Multi-Generational Involvement with Agricultural Youth Organizations
Jennifer (F3), Adrian (M4), Paul (M3), Skye (F5), Kenny (M5), Jessica (F3), and James (M1) reported that their child’s participation in 4-H or FFA prompted increased family engagement in local food-related activities. The multi-generational involvement with agricultural youth organizations encourages youth to engage with the local food system, continue their family's agricultural path, and share intergenerational knowledge. Kenny (M5) stated, “[FFA and 4-H] teaches kids how to grow safe food and provide them with the means and techniques on how to accomplish their goal while keeping them engaged in farming”. James (M1), Adrian (M4), Kenny (M5), Skye (F5), Jessica (F3), Peter (M2), Mary (F1), and Amber (F4) all mentioned that their knowledge of local food systems was enhanced due to their child’s 4-H/FFA involvement. 


Youth Agriculture Organizations’ Influence on Career Paths
Several participants shared how 4-H and FFA greatly influenced their career paths. Jude (M6) shared, "It’s come full circle for me. My initial plan was to go into selling and promoting livestock, but I found a passion for agricultural work... I returned to extension work where I work as a 4-H agent." James (M1) stated, “My kids’ involvement in 4-H encouraged me to pursue a career in extension... those programs changed my life, literally from, you know, in the middle of my life I changed career because of the impact of those programs". Involvement in youth agricultural organizations allows students to explore various career paths and determine the best route for their strengths and interests. This encouragement to pursue a career in the agricultural industry is a direct benefit to local food systems, maintaining a community of effort to produce food and fiber, sometimes even generationally.

Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations

The findings suggest that youth agricultural organizations improved the resilience and sustainability of local food systems. Furthermore, several participants reported a noticeable change in their engagement with the local food system, which they directly attributed to their involvement in 4-H and/or FFA. This finding supports Collins et al. (2024), who reported that youth agricultural education programs enhance community connections by fostering a sense of mutual support among farmers, consumers, and other community members. Feenstra (2014) further noted that farmers' markets, farm-to-school initiatives, and community service projects teach youth the value of working together to create resilient local food systems. Several participants noted that they acquired diverse technical and employability skills, encompassing practical abilities such as animal husbandry, planting, and harvesting, as well as leadership, record-keeping, and marketing. This finding aligns with Ahrens et al. (2015), who found that FFA is effective at helping students develop leadership skills, and Kelsey (2020) found similar results for 4-H. Several participants also noted that youth agricultural organizations had a substantial influence on their career paths. Duncan et al. (2015) found similar results that youth agricultural organizations expose students to new areas of the industry and, therefore, spark students’ interest in the broader array of agricultural careers.

The social influence of agricultural youth organizations can impact their former members' perceptions of local food systems, their engagement in the industry across multiple generations, and their lifelong career decisions, as characterized by social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1971). These social outcomes of youth agricultural organizations are further evidence of the theoretical underpinnings' influence on the results of this study. To increase FFA and 4-H’s impact, we recommend expanding high-impact experiences, such as partnering with industry leaders, local farms, and businesses, to strengthen community ties and expose students to new areas of agriculture. Furthermore, increasing community-oriented agricultural events, such as farmers' markets and community gardens, can engage a larger market of individuals and expose them to local producers, thereby further strengthening the local food system. We also recommend conducting further studies to examine this phenomenon in more detail. We believe replicating this study in other states and comparing results could provide further insight into the influence of youth agricultural organizations. The agricultural practices and the diversity of FFA and 4H programming in different regions of the U.S could lead to different outcomes for its former members.
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