	
	


Agricultural Education

Beyond the Jacket: Exploring Former State and National Officers’ Perceptions of the FFA’s Impacts on Their Lives

Introduction & Literature Review
The National FFA Organization has long been recognized as one of the most influential youth leadership and career development organizations in the United States (Greives, 2025). Through its integration of classroom instruction, supervised agricultural experiences, and leadership development opportunities, FFA continues to serve as a cornerstone in agricultural education (National Council for Agricultural Education, 2025). While extensive research has explored FFA’s role in developing leadership skills, emotional intelligence, and professional competencies among members (Ahrens et al., 2015; Holmes, 2024; Townsend & Carter, 1983), less attention has been given to the perceptions of individuals who have served at the highest levels of student leadership (i.e., past state and national officers). These individuals, having experienced FFA’s programming most intensively (Atwood, 2025), could provide valuable insights into how the organization shapes its members and how its mission aligns with broader educational and professional goals. 
Historically, FFA has been an organization in which members were, and are, leadership oriented, in large part due to targeted curriculum and competition development with a goal of increasing leadership ability and participation in members (Hoover, 2007). Events targeting leadership and skill development can have a remarkable impact on members’ personal determination of their leadership abilities and skills (Dormody, 1994). 
Leadership development remains a consistent theme across FFA literature, as studies have demonstrated that participation in career development events (CDEs) and leadership conferences correlates strongly with growth in communication, teamwork, and leadership development (Ahrens et al., 2015; Rose et al., 2016). Moreover, research on officer development programs indicates that the training and mentorship offered through FFA provides formative experiences that influence members’ emotional intelligence and leadership behaviors (Holmes, 2024; Shellhouse et al., 2021). For many, the National FFA Organization serves as a structured platform to refine leadership capacities, explore personal motivations, and engage in mentorship relationships that often extend well beyond their time in the blue jacket (Connors et al., 2010; Lundry et al., 2015). 
However, while the benefits of FFA participation are well-documented, emerging literature reveals potential areas of disconnect between the organization’s leadership development mission and its relationship to agricultural careers and societal leadership (Atwood, 2025; Mills et al., 2025; Ramstad et al., 2025). Atwood (2025) found that former state officers often perceive FFA as a “bubble” or self-contained culture, suggesting that the organization’s strong sense of belonging and identity may inadvertently distance members from broader career pathways within agriculture. Similarly, Mills et al. (2023) and Ramstad et al. (2025) noted that officer selection and preparation processes may favor a narrow range of leadership styles, potentially limiting diversity in perspectives and experiences within FFA leadership. Understanding how these dynamics influence long-term perceptions of the organization can provide valuable insight into whether FFA’s leadership model effectively equips members for postsecondary success and civic engagement.
The sense of belonging cultivated through FFA participation also plays a critical role in shaping members’ identity and continued engagement (Croom & Flowers, 2001; Goosen, 2011; Rose et al., 2016). Croom and Flowers (2001) and Rose et al. (2016) both identified belonging and self-actualization as key motivators for joining and remaining in FFA. This sense of community often fosters lifelong loyalty, as demonstrated in studies of alumni engagement (Gossen, 2011; Sanok et al., 2015). For former state and national officers, could it be that this belonging extends to a broader network of peers, mentors, and professional connections that continue to influence their personal and professional lives? Exploring the perceptions of former state and national FFA officers can thus illuminate whether FFA’s community-building efforts translate into sustained identification with the organization’s mission and whether those experiences are viewed as transformative or insular in hindsight.
Therefore, there is a clear need to explore how former state and national FFA officers perceive the organization’s influence on their leadership development, professional trajectories, and personal identity. The purpose of this study was to explore the perceptions of former state and National FFA officers from across the country to better understand the impact of their involvement in the National FFA Organization, and the influence their experiences had on their leadership development, professional trajectories, and personal identity.
Theoretical Framework
An individual’s perception of belongingness within a group or organization is conceptualized by social identity theory (Ashforth & Mael, 1989). Within the context of this study, the group or organization of interest is the National FFA Organization, through which we aim to determine the social identity of past state and national FFA officers. Social identity theory posits that individuals derive part of their self-concept from the groups to which they belong, creating a sense of belonging and shared purpose. This process of identification often extends beyond formal membership, shaping how individuals perceive themselves in relation to others. An individual’s sense of belonging to a group such as FFA can therefore serve not only as a defining point of identity but also as a source of emotional significance and motivation (Tajfel & Turner, 2004). Social identity theory describes the process “by which an individual defines social reality by their group membership and how their group compares to others” (Mayhew & Weigle, 2018, p. 275), emphasizing the dynamic interplay between personal and collective identity.
As individuals engage more deeply within a group and internalize its values, norms, and culture, their social identity associated with that organization strengthens (Ekmerkci & Casey, 2009). Within FFA, this process may manifest as increased pride, commitment, and continued identification with the organization long after active membership has ended. Furthermore, social identity theory has implications for leadership development, suggesting that individuals are influenced by the expectations and behaviors of others within their group (Kalkhoff & Barnum, 2000). This social influence can inspire members to pursue leadership opportunities as they align their personal aspirations with the perceived norms of their group. The strength of one’s identification with FFA may therefore play a key role in shaping leadership trajectories and fostering a continued sense of purpose and community among former state and national officers (Chrobot-Mason et al., 2016). By examining these perceptions, this study seeks to better understand how experiences within the FFA contribute to long-term identity formation and leadership development among its alumni.
Methods
To address this study’s research question, semi-structured qualitative interviews were conducted. Qualitative interviews were chosen because they allow for richness of the individuals’ experiences (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005), naturalistic dialogue (Flick, 2018), and understanding participants’ context (Creswell, 2007).
All former state and national FFA officers served as the population of interest, of which a purposive sampling strategy was employed until saturation of themes was reached. Nine former state and national officers participated in the study. Due to this being a relatively small target population, we cannot provide specific details with the pseudonyms, but the following criteria were used to ensure as broad of a representation as possible: geographic distribution, time since they were officers, and their level of service (i.e., state or national officer).
Semi-structured interview questions were worded to maintain a natural tone (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2018; Hermanns, 2004), with follow-up questions to add more depth of information as needed (Flick, 2018). Practice interviews were conducted with individuals who were a part of the target population but were not in the sampling frame to ensure questions would be understandable and appropriate for the participants (Kallio et al., 2016). Interviews were conducted and recorded via Zoom. All interviews were conducted by the lead researcher for consistency. Transcripts were produced automatically by Zoom and were then checked against the recording by the interviewer. The transcripts were then sent to participants to ensure accuracy and provide a chance for them to provide any additional clarifications. 
In MAXQDA, Glaser’s (1965) constant comparative method was used to conduct the analysis. This analysis method involves comparing each new incident to existing codes in the study. As analysis progresses, codes were merged and separated as needed to delineate boundaries. From that delineation process, themes were then created. 
Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability criteria were used to help ensure the trustworthiness of the study. For credibility, triangulation occurred by interviewing a variety of former state and national officers (Flick, 2018), and a member check was conducted at the end of interviews and by providing transcripts for participants’ review (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Transferability was addressed by providing as thick of a description of the study as possible within the page limitations to allow readers to assess the applicability of the findings to other settings (Trochim, 2020). Confirmability was addressed by recording interviews for accuracy and keeping notes in the analysis process to enable auditing of the results (Flick, 2018), which is aided by the use of a software-based analysis process (Trochim, 2020). Dependability was addressed through the audit trail (Flick, 2018), as well as through reflexivity statements that help readers assess how the researchers’ backgrounds could have influenced the implementation and interpretation of the study, which are in the following paragraph (Peshking, 1988; Preissle, 2008). 
[Author 1] is an undergraduate student studying Agricultural Communications and Animal Science and a former FFA member and officer at the chapter and sectional level. [Author 2] is an agricultural communications faculty member who was not a member of FFA but has assisted with various FFA career development events and interacted with former FFA members, including state and national officers, as classmates, students, friends, and collaborators. [Author 3] is an agricultural education faculty member and a former school-based agricultural education teacher and FFA advisor. 

Findings

The majority of themes developed from the findings dealt with growth and opportunities provided through their FFA involvement. The first theme was that it Boosted Self-Discovery, Confidence, and Purpose. With a majority of FFA members joining the program their freshman year, the involvement in a student-led leadership organization in a time of new experiences and uncertainty had a significant impact on how students develop and create their self-image. The shared values and experiences help to develop a community of leaders, many of whom reflect on FFA as having a major footprint in their image, confidence and purpose. Carl said, “It started off just as something fun and something different. And then it kind of developed into more of a passion; it became something that really kind of defined me. That was my safe space. That was my place to be with people who I enjoyed being with, doing things I enjoyed doing.” Similarly, George said, “I think in every possible dimension, FFA and agricultural education has had a profound and significant impact on my life in almost every dimension from social to professional. I can't separate the person that I am and where I am in my career, and where I am relationally. I can't separate where the organization ends, and my successes in those dimensions begin.”

The second theme was that FFA Develops Life Skills. Individuals who participated in multiple levels of the organization cited the life skills imparted on them throughout their time with the organization. Soft skills, like public speaking or leadership development, and hard skills, such as industry knowledge and hands-on trade experience, were all brought up on a consistent basis in all interviews. The FFA Organization provides development opportunities in many different facets of life, not only specific skills like ag mech. Beth said, “But you’re always going to have opportunities to be a public speaker. You're always going to have opportunities to take these things that you learn in your ag classes and apply them to real life. And I really can’t think of a single thing an FFA or an ag class that I haven’t used at least once in my adult life…. There are things I have learned, very, very important things that I use in my adult life every day or at least once.” Debbie said, “FFA completely changed that part of my life and gave me the confidence to speak in public. I mean, I’ve spoken to crowds of 10,000 or more. I’m not afraid to shake hands and speak to politicians and company leaders, and I feel like that confidence has come from my experience in FFA.”

The third theme was that FFA Provides Professional Development Opportunities. Individuals who were actively participated in FFA activities (including CDEs, LDES, SAEs) felt as though they were given opportunities to grow as leaders and professionals in settings that gave them the proper training and experiences to apply effectively in a professional setting. Whether these professional settings be future careers, interviews, colleges, and so on, the effort from the advisors as well as community members helped to prepare FFA members for a future in the workforce. Adam said, “Really, state and national put me in front of CEOs and put me at the leadership table of boards and put me in a position to speak at a banquet and put me in a position to advocate and influence and think about an organization.” Carl said, “It really kind of screams opportunity to me and not really in a specific way. It’s very open-ended because people have opportunities through FFA that aren’t bound to traditional ag…. You can be a really good public speaker and maybe not ever do anything to do with agriculture in your life, but FFA might have been that driving force that got you to be the public speaker you are today, right? FFA can mean opportunity in the ag industries, obviously, just because it exposes you to a lot of that technical knowledge and the skills that you would need. It screams opportunity to me and just the sense for students to get their hands on something and to learn things while they’re in high school, hopefully at no or at least minimal cost to them.”

Going beyond growth and professional connections, the fourth theme was Past Officers Built and Maintained Connections Due to Their Time with FFA. Individuals involved in FFA above the local level tended to build lasting relationships with people they met during their State or National Office tenures. Many of the interviewees mentioned finding their spouse or significant other because of their involvement with FFA. Connections built during years of service at the state or national level seem to remain strong, with some members having annual reunions. Ellen said, “All of my bridesmaids you know, everyone in my wedding I knew from state officer teams or national officer teams. What I chose to do professionally…, that job came to me through my connections in FFA, which brought me to where I live now, which is not my home state.” She went on to say that she met her spouse because of an FFA connection. Hank said, “And all the way up to when I was a national officer, our teammates, we have a group chat. And then everyone in between, the advisors or even national FFA staff different people from different states, members that became friends, you know, that became sort of, you know, this pseudo family, if you will. We keep in touch and follow each other’s careers and stay involved.”

The fifth theme was that the officers Continued to Support FFA at All Levels. Sometimes that support could be financial. Fiona said, “I am able to engage with some of the local chapters here in different ways. I mean, literally, sometimes that's just like going to their events. There was like a fish fry recently, right, that was just going to that.” She mentioned living away from the chapter she was a member of, so she donates money to stay supportive even though she cannot be there in person. In addition to money, time and resources were commonly mentioned. Hank said, “I’ve served as a judge at various levels, you know, the chapter or the section, the district, the region, all the way up to national FFA. I’ve been a judge in different contests. I’ve reviewed scholarships.” Adam said, “Anytime a local chapter needs help, I love contributing where I can. I think you just realize how many people helped you, so it’s kind of like you feel like a jerk if you’re sitting here in town, and they have like a benefit auction, and you’re like, ‘I don’t have time.’” Many of them mentioned being involved at the state level, including helping select those who may move to the national level. Beth said, “For two or three years in a row, I helped with that process of choosing someone to run for National FFA.” 

The final theme was that participants held Mixed Views of the FFA Organization. Critiques of the FFA Organization were made in multiple interviews. For most critiques, however, there was a positive comment praising the situation made by another interviewee. Creating a space in a student-led organization for non-agriculture backgrounded students was a positive, while a negative side of the organization moving away from agriculture was brought up. Building leadership skills in students who might not have otherwise had the opportunity was viewed well, but creating uniform leaders and possibly filing out the more unique leader prospects was critiqued. As an example of these conflicting views, Ellen said, “I just feel like we’re losing sight of like the whole point. Like when we started the organization in 1928, it was like to teach farm boys how to farm, and like, there’s always been like a through line of agriculture, American exceptionalism, service to your community. And I feel like we’re sort of working on the fringes of what we initially set out to do.” On the other hand, Fiona said, “But I do wonder if we’re a little insular at times, and by that, I mean we can be a little slow to change across the board. I think it varies a little bit state to state, and it varies a little bit local program to local program. But I remember teaching even like the community, the school itself, being so hesitant to change the how an event looked like, for example, in that state chapter, because that's how we've always done it.” 
Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations

The participants made it clear that FFA involvement, including their time as officers, had many positive effects on their lives. They developed passions, learned skillsets, and fostered personal and professional connections that continue to influence them today. From a social identity perspective, these connections are particularly important because participants’ time in FFA and their interactions with others shaped who they have become (Mayhew & Weigle, 2018). Their narratives illustrate the process described by social identity theory in which individuals define their self-concept through group membership and the shared values of that group (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Tajfel & Turner, 2004). While professional impacts of FFA involvement have been well-documented in prior research (Ahrens et al., 2015; Holmes, 2024; Shellhouse et al., 2021; Townsend & Carter, 1983), the findings of this study extend that body of work by revealing the profound and often emotional ways in which FFA shaped participants’ personal identities. This personal impact aligns with social identity theory’s assertion that belonging to a group carries emotional significance and serves as a lasting source of meaning and motivation (Tajfel & Turner, 2004).

This perceived value of belonging likely contributes to participants’ continued connection to FFA, as many described giving back their time, resources, and expertise to the organization. This ongoing engagement reflects a sustained sense of identity rooted in their earlier experiences and demonstrates how group membership can have long-term effects beyond formal participation (Chrobot-Mason et al., 2016). Even though many no longer hold official roles, the feeling of belonging and shared purpose has not diminished. Instead, it appears to have evolved into a sense of stewardship for the organization and its mission. Such continued involvement exemplifies the cyclical nature of social identity, where group attachment reinforces participation and investment (Gossen, 2011; Sanok et al., 2015).

FFA is a big organization with a long history, so not all perceptions of the organization and its actions were positive. In fact, the participants often held opinions that disagree with others’ thoughts. This disparity of opinions may in some ways be beneficial, especially when there are concerns that FFA may cultivate an identity bubble (Atwood, 2025) or that officer selection processes may limit diversity of perspectives (Mills et al., 2023; Ramstad et al., 2025). Such critical perspectives are consistent with social identity theory, which acknowledges that identity is fluid and continually renegotiated as members compare their group to others and assess their place within it.

For those seeking to increase involvement in FFA, especially officer positions, the results of this study show past officers believe their time with FFA affected their entire lives. From finding careers, friends, and spouses, to helping them understand their own identities, FFA had a fundamental impact on the participants, especially for fostering connections they would not have otherwise had. FFA involvement can be promoted as not only being something that adds value to their professional development but to their personal development as well. Participants often met career and industry connections within their time in FFA, with which some attribute their success in their respective fields.

For those seeking to increase involvement in FFA, especially in officer positions, the results of this study demonstrate that former officers perceive their time in FFA as deeply impactful and transformative. Their involvement influenced career choices, personal relationships, and self-understanding, highlighting the organization’s role in shaping both personal and professional development. These findings suggest that promoting FFA participation as a means of fostering belonging, leadership, and self-discovery, rather than solely a vessel of competitions and awards, may encourage broader and more meaningful engagement. Additionally, promoting a strong opportunity for transition from the organization to the workforce may encourage stronger participation, as offering possibility in finding member strengths can correlate well with future careers, long term (Wolf, 2020).
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While the results of this study help shed light on the impacts of FFA’s involvement, the nature of it being a qualitative study leaves room for future research to expand upon. Conducting a similar study with non-state and national officers would be valuable to understand FFA’s impacts on those who make up the vast majority of the organization’s membership, especially given that the officers would have experienced FFA’s program more intensively (Atwood, 2025). A quantitative study would be valuable to address findings on a more generalizable level. It would also be valuable to address other youth organizations, such as 4-H and SkillsUSA, to see what similarities and differences exist in the impacts of those organizations. Conducting a study focusing more on CDE and LDE achievements at the state and national level of involved membership, and less on FFA officers (at any level), could assist in distinguishing the impact and perception of the organization made by serving as an officer and by high achievement and recognition at higher levels of competition in membership projects and research.
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