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Introduction 

Both agriculture and minority communities, particularly African Americans, face significant barriers in the United States. Agriculture faces farmland loss (Key, 2019), urbanization (Fraze et al., 2011), an aging workforce (United States Senate, 2025), mechanization (Touzeau, 2019), and declining job opportunities despite a growing population (Daynard, 2010). Black Americans contend with long-standing barriers to accessing land, fair wages, stable employment, and food security (Layman & Civita, 2022; Russell et al., 2021). While these issues are often treated as isolated problems, they are deeply connected to the lived realities of many African American citizens in the United States. A legacy of systemic oppression present within the agricultural industry continues to shape who participates in agriculture, and under what conditions. The resulting consequences have impacted both agricultural enterprises and Black American constituents. 

This underscores an urgent need to both diversify and revitalize the profession. With an aging workforce and increasing urbanization, attracting younger and more diverse participants, especially those from non-rural backgrounds, is critical (Farley, 1984; Ikner et al., 2023; Talbert & Larke, 1995a; Touzeau, 2019). As nearly 80 percent of the nation’s Black population resides in metropolitan areas (Cox & Tamir, 2022), a unique opportunity is presented. Urban and suburban communities have the potential to both increase engagement with and attention to agricultural challenges while also offering more equitable opportunities for minorities to engage in agricultural spaces. While this should position non-rural communities at the center of efforts to build more inclusive and resilient agricultural professions (Roberts & Ramsey, 2017; White et al., 1991), systemic barriers continue to limit full participation for non-rural Black Americans.

The historical relationship between African Americans and agriculture is marked by trauma, forced labor, and systemic dispossession. From slavery and sharecropping to the Great Migration and widespread land loss, Black agricultural involvement has long been shaped by exclusion and economic disenfranchisement (Bustillo, 2023; Francis et al., 2023; Layman & Civita, 2022; Russell et al., 2021). Historical injustices have left lasting consequences that are reflected today in limited land ownership, underrepresentation in agricultural talent pools, and restricted access to agricultural resources and networks (Layman & Civita, 2022; Reynolds, n.d.; Russell et al., 2021). 

However, despite these barriers, a number of non-rural Black Americans have successfully navigated the complex and often exclusionary landscape of agriculture. Their perspectives and participation are essential to the industry's future, yet the intersection of their racial and non-rural identities presents distinct and frequently overlooked challenges that must be acknowledged and addressed to eliminate persistent barriers to access and inclusion (Fraze et al., 2011; Horst & Marion, 2019). This thesis aimed to explore how non-rural contexts shape the experiences of African Americans engaged in agriculture. By investigating the convergence of their identities, the study contributes to broader efforts to build a more equitable and representative agricultural industry that reflects the diversity of American society and addresses historical gaps in opportunity for marginalized Black American communities in agriculture.

Purpose and Objectives

The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of non-rural Black individuals who have pursued or are currently engaged in agricultural careers. The study aimed to understand the implications of non-rurality on the experiences of Black minorities working in agriculture and the implications this holds for recruiting, retaining, and representing Black diversity within agricultural professions. While this research was conducted as part of a broader master’s-level thesis, this abstract focuses exclusively on one research objective: to describe the impact and/or implications of hailing from and living in a non-rural area on Black minorities pursuing agriculture. 

Theoretical Framework and Methodology

Critical Race Theory serves as the theoretical framework of this research to understand the experiences of non-rural Black individuals engaging in agricultural professions. It argues that race is a socially constructed concept interlaced within systems (Delgado & Stefancic, 2000; Treviño et al., 2008) that marginalize people of color due to the persistence of race-based hierarchical structures and practices that perpetuate discrimination (Treviño et al., 2008). Hunt and Rhodes (2021) explain that socially constructed racial barriers have sustained the “racialization of careers” (p. 103), especially within STEM disciplines (Terrell & Terrell, 1981), such as agriculture. They maintain that frameworks such as CRT are vital for examining career development among marginalized populations by offering insight into how systemic inequities shape career trajectories amongst these groups. The use of CRT considers the social context of America (Delgado & Stefancic, 2000), highlighting aspects of race and racism within agricultural engagement that have shaped the experiences of non-rural Black individuals and communities.  

Further, this study used a phenomenological approach to explore the experiences of non-rural Black individuals working in agriculture and related fields (Creswell, 2007; Henry et al., 2014; Neubauer et al., 2019; Stanford University, 2013). A phenomenon is described as “an observable fact or event: an item of experience or reality” (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). Husserl has explained that phenomenology studies what an experience is like (Moran, 2002) as its purpose is to understand the essence of lived realities (Creswell, 2007; Stanford University, 2013). Schütz’s (1970) theory of sociological phenomenology emphasized that individuals construct meaning through their social interactions and that researchers’ roles are critical to understanding how people interpret their experiences. Phenomenology has been widely applied in agricultural research to gain deeper insight into participants’ perspectives. Prior studies that have employed this approach explored the experiences shaped by participants’ identities, backgrounds, and environments, such as those of Black women in Southern U.S. agriculture and how higher education influenced their involvement (Woodward-Davis, 2023), or even the perceived sense of belonging among Black professionals in the agricultural industry (McBride, 2023). These studies, along with the theoretical foundations of this particular method, supported the use of phenomenology in this study. This approach not only enabled a contextualized understanding of non-rural Black individuals’ experiences and how participants made sense of their engagement in agriculture, but also centered participants’ voices and captured detailed narratives of their personal and professional journeys (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam, 2002).

To ensure the data reflected participants' unique perspectives, the study employed purposive sampling, a method that selects individuals who closely align with the research goals (Erlandson et al., 1993; Wood, 2014). This approach emphasizes depth over breadth to uncover meaningful patterns and insights by selecting participants whose experiences enhance credibility through logical participant selection and transparency, and by supporting transferability through clearly defined inclusion criteria (Campbell et al., 2020). Seven participants were recruited through personal networks and snowball sampling, based on the following criteria: Black individuals from U.S. metropolitan-defined areas who had graduated from four-year institutions and were either currently or previously engaged in agriculture-related careers. 

Data collection began after receiving approval from the North Carolina State University Institutional Review Board. Potential participants were contacted via email and phone (Petrescu, 2017), and each provided informed consent, ensuring understanding of the study and autonomy (Macklin, 1999). To protect participant privacy, pseudonyms were used. Over 16 weeks in Fall 2024, each participant participated in three 90-minute semi-structured interviews, which included both open- and closed-ended questions designed to explore their experiences and perspectives (Petrescu, 2017; Smolski & Shulman, 2024). Interviews were conducted privately over Zoom, prioritizing participant comfort and encouraging open dialogue (Longhurst, 2010; Petrescu, 2017). Audio and video recordings, along with detailed field notes, supported transcription and helped capture both verbal and non-verbal cues (Bullock et al., 2021; Rosenblum & Hughes, 2017; Vignato et al., 2022).

The study used multiple strategies for data analysis to ensure credibility, depth, and ethical integrity (Church et al., 2019). These included triangulating findings with existing literature (Bryman & Burgess, 1994), document analysis (Bowen, 2009; Denzin, 1970), and member checking to validate the accuracy of participant accounts (Birt et al., 2016; Merriam, 2009). An outside expert contributed to inter-rater reliability and objectivity (Bryman & Burgess, 1994), and Colaizzi’s phenomenological method guided systematic coding and thematic analysis (LeVasseur, 2003; Praveena & Sasikumar, 2021; Vignato et al., 2022). This process was supported by digital tools and continued until data saturation was reached (Henry et al., 2014; Smolski & Schulman, 2024; Vignato et al., 2022). Throughout the research process, ethical considerations remained a top priority. Participants’ rights and privacy were protected through informed consent, pseudonyms, and the option to withdraw at any time (Arifin, 2018; Greenfield & Jenson, 2010). The researcher also maintained reflexivity, acknowledging how personal biases could shape the research process (Cox & Tamir, 2022; Johnson & Litcher, 2020; Riley & Cahill, 2003). Ongoing self-reflection ensured that the findings reflected the participants’ voices rather than the researcher’s assumptions, thereby enhancing the clarity, trustworthiness, and validity of the study (Creswell, 2009; Wood, 2014).

Findings 

Four themes emerged from examining the implications of hailing from non-rural environments for Black Americans in agricultural careers. 

Opportunities of Non-Rural Upbringings  
First, participants reported that their non-rural upbringings offered both novel perspectives and distinctive advantages in agricultural spaces. Seven out of the seven participants explained that their backgrounds equipped them to “parachute out” and navigate professional environments in imaginative and non-traditional ways, often contributing ideas shaped by the diversity of their upbringing. When explaining the impact of non-rurality in her agricultural pursuit, one participant emphasized, “… it opens up a whole new possibility of knowledge and experiences, but the flip side of that is, it gives you an opportunity to take these concepts or opportunities and take them back to your communities to inspire others.” Another explained, “You bring a different perspective… having people with different knowledges and ways of thinking…solving issues,” highlighting the value of diversity in solving challenges. Additionally, these experiences developed within participants a sense of open-mindedness and the ability to build relationships. Their non-rural backgrounds were described as assets that enhanced teamwork and problem-solving in the field. For example, a participant stated, “… it gives me an advantage in trying to build relationships with people who don’t understand because I once was there, and I can speak to them in a way that would hopefully lead them to see the importance of it,” explaining how her own experience allowed her to better relate and connect to individuals from similar backgrounds.

Challenges of Non-Rural Upbringings
The second theme identified that six of the seven participants also encountered significant obstacles stemming from their non-rural identities, such as persistent stereotypes, reduced credibility due to limited agricultural experience, and exclusion from traditional and “cliquish” agricultural networks, as one participant put it. Another reflected on her experiences and challenges with belonging, explaining that limited representation in agricultural spaces initially caused her to question her place as a young professional. She expressed, “…there were very few people who looked like me, and I was very young when I first got into this…sometimes that cast doubts about if this [was] really where I [was] going to end up because representation is important…seeing is believing.” These issues fostered insecurity, imposter syndrome, and restricted access to resources. 

Notably, widespread misconceptions, amongst both agricultural peers and their own Black urban communities, reinforced even more barriers. Drawing from his own experience, a participant described how assumptions tied to non-rural engagement in agriculture have contributed to disparities in support for these communities, explaining: “The disadvantage to communities like mine…is unless there’s someone who’s been in it and comes back and gives back that knowledge, that’s the only way you would know. Other than that, people perceive that you won’t be interested because you don’t look historically like the people that have been engaged…and because of that…you don’t get equitable access to resources, opportunities, and mainly the funding, right…” He, along with four other participants, also described encountering stereotypes from within their own Black urban communities. The same participant recalled his mother once telling him that he was pursuing agriculture “because [he] wants to be White.” However, participants concluded that such teasing stemmed from a lack of understanding in their non-rural communities, as another participant explained, “they didn’t understand it.”

Perceptions and Awareness in Non-Rural Black Communities 
As part of this, the third theme captured participants’ emphasis on the persistence of negative perceptions and the lack of awareness of agriculture among non-rural Black communities. All of the participants expressed that their communities associated agriculture with manual labor or its historical ties to racial oppression, overlooking the potential for leadership, innovation, and personal and professional growth. Most of the participants felt this view was perpetuated by a lack of exposure through school curricula, extension programs, or community networks. A participant shared his insight simply: “...they don’t know about it because it’s not part of their world,” highlighting many respondents’ calls for targeted recruitment and engagement strategies, as well as the involvement of agricultural organizations in these communities. Despite this, two participants also noted generational shifts in how Black urban youth perceive agriculture. One participant remarked, “...some shifting [is] happening [as] to what non-rural Black people think agriculture is,” further explaining that younger generations are increasingly likely to associate agriculture with farming rather than with slavery alone due to the growing temporal distance between slavery and today’s youth. 

Advancing Equity, Empowerment, and Legacy for Non-Rural Black Communities
Finally, participants expressed an aspiration to advance equity, empowerment, and legacy for their non-rural Black communities. Their personal experiences fueled their motivation to create supportive environments and increase Black representation in agriculture, especially for non-rural communities from which they came and in leadership roles. Many participants expressed a sense of duty and fulfillment in “showing up for each other in this space,” as one put it. Another emphasized the significance of her work, explaining that it “lets me know that I am doing something that’s bigger than my day-to-day clock-in work.” Their commitment to nurturing the future of their non-rural Black communities kept them engaged, as they contributed as role models to aspiring professionals in hopes of ensuring long-term progress in the field. 

Many of the participants also viewed their work as part of a larger mission to honor Black agricultural history. One notable quote reflects the pride many participants felt in their heritage and the story of resilience they sought to uphold, shaping their continued engagement in agriculture despite the obstacles they have faced: “...there should be some respect placed on the resiliency of Black people to really survive that [history] and build an industry that…everybody benefits from... I think it’s something to be proud of. That history and that resilience. Because if [our ancestors] didn’t survive that, we wouldn’t be here. So, I just want to continue to share the story…in a lens that is that of resiliency and empowerment, to where we know our history and know that if our history was […] painted in this light to where we see our contributions, then we [would] know we belong here as well.” These professionals sought to prioritize efforts to reshape agricultural narratives, build sustainable careers, and empower the next generation, using both representation and legacy as foundational tools for creating industry-wide change.

Conclusions and Recommendations

These themes illustrate that non-rural Black professionals face complex barriers but also possess powerful perspectives and aspirations unique to their engagement in agriculture. While limited exposure, stereotypes amongst in-group participants in agriculture, and a lack of representation and resources persist as challenges associated with their non-rurality, participants’ backgrounds also offered a plethora of benefits that they viewed as strengthening their contribution to agricultural spaces. The perceived benefits of non-rural upbringings included creativity, open-mindedness, and a commitment to expanding access back to the communities from which they were raised. While participants described their non-rural Black communities as often having negative perceptions of agriculture, their commitment to these communities was strengthened by ancestral heritage and a sense of responsibility to serve as role models, address historical gaps, and redefine perceptions of Black participation in agriculture. These perspectives are essential in extending equity and revitalizing agricultural spaces with Black participation. 

The use of CRT explains that racism remains a persistent issue that marginalized individuals continuously navigate in their personal and professional lives (Bell, 1992; Bobo & Kluegel, 1993). CRT underscores how deeply embedded racial and social barriers are in shaping the experiences and journeys of non-rural Black individuals (Bell, 1992; Bobo & Kluegel, 1993). Therefore, it is critical to identify mechanisms that support and sustain participants as they exist at multiple intersections of discrimination. The findings accentuate the need to implement interventions that directly address the compounded effects of marginalization for individuals who not only identify as African American, but also as non-traditional, non-rural participants in a field historically perceived to be rural and White (Jayarante et al., 2019). 

As informed by these research findings, recommendations for education and outreach include initiatives that challenge stereotypes that position non-rural and racially marginalized participants as outsiders to agriculture (Phoenix & Pattynama, 2006; Weldon, 2008), establishing and sustaining mentorship and community engagement for these communities (Talbert & Larke, 1995b), and advocating for institutionalized change (Diaz et al., 2024) to create inclusive and accessible pathways for non-rural and Black communities. Practically, addressing negative perceptions among both in- and out-group participants in agriculture involves expanding opportunities for Black non-rural youth and individuals. This may include creating immersive experiences that expose non-rural Black youth to diverse agricultural career pathways beyond production agriculture (Jayarante et al., 2019; Talbert & Larke, 1995b) and sustaining that interest by engaging both students and their surrounding communities (Anderson, 2013). This could be accomplished by amplifying positive, empowering historical narratives of Black participation in agriculture, ultimately reframing, reclaiming, and reaffirming the Black experience in agriculture for marginalized communities (Atkins, 2013). 

Equally critical is programmatic and communal support through mentorship and organizations such as FFA and MANRRS, which both this study and a wide body of scholarship identify as vital for cultivating belonging and improving retention among marginalized youth (Jones & Bowen, 1998; Ladson-Billings, 1994; McKim et al., 2017; Talbert et al., 1999). Teachers should go beyond academic support and provide genuine support to non-rural Black youth that lasts even past school hours. Extension agents should work to establish relationships and programs in urban and suburban districts, building relationships and opportunities for engagement that extend not only to students but also to their families for continued engagement. Finally, long-term systemic change depends on strengthened institutional support for HBCUs and urban SBAE teachers, with funding that matches that of their white counterparts. Further, greater Black representation in leadership would ensure that equity and inclusion are embedded across agricultural professions (Outley, 2008; Roberts & Ramsey, 2017). Ultimately, addressing these challenges is not simply about expanding participation. It is about redefining agriculture engagement itself as a profession and practice that recognizes, values, and is strengthened by the full breadth of Black and non-rural contributions.
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