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Adolescence is a critical period for career decision-making, yet many students lack meaningful exposure to diverse career pathways within agriculture, food, and natural resources.  This study examined the impact of an immersive agriculture career experience on youths’ career awareness, motivation, career decision self-efficacy, and post-program career exploration behaviors. Guided by Social Cognitive Career Theory, a quantitative retrospective pretest–posttest design was employed to survey former participants (n = 28) of the Dairy Leaders of Tomorrow Exploration Experience between 2021 and 2025. Results indicated statistically significant increases in participants’ awareness of agricultural careers and motivation to pursue careers in AFNR pathways. Participants also reported high engagement in post-program career exploration behaviors, including interacting with industry professionals and applying for agriculture-related educational or employment opportunities. Career Decision Self-Efficacy scores emerged as a significant predictor of high-intensity career actions, with higher composite CDSE scores increasing the likelihood of sustained engagement in career exploration behaviors. Findings suggest that immersive, industry-supported career experiences are effective mechanisms for strengthening adolescents’ confidence and translating career exploration into action. Recommendations for Agricultural Educators and industry partners emphasize the importance of structured reflection, mentorship, and follow-up supports to reinforce career decision-making and long-term engagement in career development experiences.

Introduction
Adolescence is a critical period for career-related decision-making, during which most individuals make their first meaningful career choices (Gati et al., 1996). Decisions made between ages 14-18 can significantly shape an individual’s educational and vocational trajectory, underscoring the importance of supporting high school students in developing career decision-making skills (Subhrajyoti, 2023). Choosing a career path between ages 14-18 is often challenging as many teens face well-documented difficulties in the decision process. Gati and Saka (2001) categorized these challenges into three broad areas: (1) lack of readiness to make a career decision due to low motivation or indecisiveness, (2) lack of information about occupations or how to obtain career information, and (3) career information that may be inconsistent or unreliable. These difficulties can leave students feeling unprepared and uncertain about their futures, even as they approach high school graduation.

In response, educators and policymakers have increasingly emphasized the need for additional structured career exploration opportunities for youth (Denault et al., 2019). Before 2015, career readiness initiatives were consistently utilized in a few states. However, 40 states are now using a career readiness indicator in their state and federal accountability systems (CCSSO, 2024). Many secondary schools now integrate work-based learning (WBL) experiences, such as internships, cooperative education, and job shadowing, into curricula to help students connect classroom learning to real-world careers. According to Advance CTE (2023), WBL is “an educational strategy that offers students an opportunity to reinforce and deepen their classroom learning, explore future career fields, and demonstrate their skills in an authentic setting (p. 3).” These immersive experiences are intended to bolster students’ career awareness and decision-making by allowing them to apply academic knowledge in practical settings (Denault et al., 2019). 

A notable gap in the literature is the limited availability of agriculture-specific immersive career experiences for adolescents. The agriculture sector encompasses a wide array of modern career opportunities from animal science and agribusiness to food technology and environmental conservation (Vasyukova et al., 2022), yet high school students often have limited exposure to the diversity of these careers. Studies have found that teenagers tend to hold a narrow perception of agricultural occupations (Frick et al., 1995; Fraze et al., 2011; Jones et al., 2016). Conroy (2000) documented many youths, especially those without a farming background, cannot see connections between their personal interests and potential jobs in agriculture. For example, high school students frequently equate “agriculture” solely with farming or manual labor and fail to recognize allied sectors such as sales, marketing, education, forestry, or natural resources. 

School-based Agricultural Education (SBAE) is uniquely positioned to bridge this gap by providing and promoting participation in immersive learning experiences that cultivate students’ interest and confidence in agriculture careers (Coffman, 2023). In SBAE programs, Agriculture Educators often incorporate experiential components, such as Supervised Agricultural Experiences (SAEs), field trips, and participation in organizations such as the National FFA Organization, to facilitate career exploration (Estes, 2024). These activities can expose students to careers in agriculture, food, and natural resources (AFNR) and introduce them to role models and mentors currently employed in AFNR occupations. 

One promising approach to enhancing interventions is the development of career immersion programs that extend beyond traditional field-trip formats (Settle et al., 2012). Career immersion programs are intentionally designed to create sustained and meaningful interactions between adolescents and the agricultural sector (Cadenas Anaya et al., 2023). These programs integrate career awareness activities, structured opportunities for formal and informal interactions with industry professionals, and guided reflection on personal career aspirations (Settle et al., 2012). Such immersive experiences align with Kolb’s experiential learning theory, which emphasizes the importance of active participation, reflection, and application in shaping meaningful learning outcomes (Kolb, 2015). By enabling students to engage in hands-on activities, ask authentic questions, and observe role models in action, immersion programs offer a richer developmental experience than traditional field trips alone (Dunlap et al., 2020). 

This study aims to document how immersive career awareness experiences translate into concrete post-secondary decisions and workforce outcomes over time (Nota et al., 2007). Gaps in the literature underscore the importance of investigating initiatives in the context of agriculture designed for secondary students between the ages 16-18 at the time of the experience. By documenting the tangible outcomes from immersive career experiences facilitated by industry partners, results will help determine the essential elements of future career awareness initiatives and assist Agricultural Educators to advocate for the development of additional experiences that strengthen career decision-making abilities in adolescents (De Guzman et al., 2025).


Theoretical Framework
The theoretical framework for this study was derived from the Social Learning Theory of Career Decision-Making (Krumboltz, 1974) and the Social Cognitive Career Theory (Lent el al., 2002). Krumboltz (1974) posited that career decision-making is a product of social learning processes, whereby individuals’ choices are shaped through the interaction of genetic endowments, environmental conditions, learning experiences, and task-approach skills. The Social Learning Theory of Career Decision-Making emphasizes how chance events, reinforcement, and observational learning contribute to the development of career preferences and behaviors. The Social Cognitive Career Theory (SCCT) explains how self-efficacy beliefs, outcome expectations, and personal goals interact with contextual support and perceived barriers to shape career interests, choices, and performance (Lent, et al., 2002).  
For this study, we propose that participation in a career-immersion experience that includes exposure to role models and opportunities to experience success in career-related tasks will positively impact self-efficacy expectations. Higher perception of self-efficacy translates into the development of choice goals and definitive career preparation behaviors as a result of participating in the career-immersion experience. If choice goals and choice actions interrelate with other contextual influences during an immersive learning experience, the mechanism strengthens, and an individual will be more likely to demonstrate higher levels of post-program behaviors towards attaining their career goals and aspirations (Lent et al., 2002). 
Purpose and Objectives
The purpose of this study was to examine the impact of immersive agriculture career experience on youth career decision-making abilities, self-efficacy beliefs, and post-experience career exploration behaviors. The following objectives guide this study: (1) Compare the participants’ awareness of agricultural career opportunities pre- and post-experience, (2) examine changes in participants’ interest and motivation to pursue a career in agriculture, and (3) describe participants’ confidence in making future-related decisions as a result of participating in an immersive career experience.
Methods
This study employed a quantitative research design to examine the outcomes of participation in the Dairy Leaders of Tomorrow Exploration Experience (Center for Dairy Excellence, 2025). Quantitative survey data were utilized to assess changes in participants’ career awareness, career interests, and career decision self-efficacy following program participation. This approach was selected to capture measurable outcomes in the years following program participation (Howard, 1980) and align with the constructs of the SCCT (Lent et al., 2002). 

The Dairy Leaders of Tomorrow (DLT) Exploration Experience is a short-term, immersive program that introduces 11th- and 12th-grade students to the modern dairy industry through farm visits, laboratory activities, and interactions with professionals from the dairy industry during an eight-hour event. The focus of the career exploration experience is to demonstrate the variety of occupations that support the dairy industry and to allow students to interact with industry professionals as they explain and demonstrate various aspects of their job responsibilities in an interactive format, onsite at an active dairy farm (Center for Dairy Excellence, 2025). The DLT Exploration Experience provides mastery experiences and vicarious learning that aim to strengthen students’ career decision self-efficacy and shape positive outcome expectations by linking classroom concepts in science and business to authentic agricultural contexts (Lent et al., 2002). 

The population for this study consisted of individuals who participated in the DLT Exploration Experience between 2021 and 2025 (N = 110). Purposeful sampling (Patton, 2015) was used to identify participants who had direct, relevant experience with the program within the past four years. Eligible participants were required to be 18 years of age or older at the time of data collection to ensure capacity for informed consent. All 110 individuals met the inclusion criteria at the time of data collection in September 2025 and were eligible to participate. Recruitment occurred through individualized invitations utilizing email addresses provided by the Center for Dairy Excellence. Due to the selection process and small population size, results cannot be generalized beyond this group.

After receiving Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval, email invitations containing informed consent language and a link to the online survey were distributed to all eligible participants via Qualtrics. The survey required approximately 10–15 minutes to complete. Two reminder messages were sent approximately 7 and 14 days after the initial email invitation, consistent with the tailored design method for online survey administration (Dillman et al., 2014).

The survey instrument was designed to measure three primary constructs aligned with the research objectives: (a) career awareness of agriculture-related occupations, (b) career interest and motivation in pursuing agriculture careers, and (c) career decision-making self-efficacy as a result of program participation. Items were adapted from validated scales in the career development literature, including the Career Decision Self-Efficacy Short-Form (Betz & Taylor, 2006) and frameworks on career decision-making difficulties (Gati et al., 1996). Retrospective pretest–posttest items (Howard, 1980) were included to minimize response-shift bias by asking participants to reflect on their knowledge, interest, and confidence before and after the program within the same survey. A panel of experts, consisting of Agricultural Education faculty, Agricultural Education graduate students, and program managers at the Center for Dairy Excellence evaluated the instrument for content and face validity. A pilot test of the instrument was conducted to establish reliability for the Career Awareness and Career Interests sections of the instrument. These sections yielded a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of α = 0.97 and α = 0.96, respectively, and exceed the recommended minimum value of 0.70, as prescribed by Nunnally & Bernstein (1994). The Career Decision Self-Efficacy Short-Form has a 0.94 Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for the summated scale (Betz & Taylor, 2006).

Survey responses were analyzed using descriptive statistics, paired-samples t-tests, analysis of variance (ANOVA), and ordinal regression to examine differences in awareness, interest, and self-efficacy before and after program participation. Preliminary screening of the dataset included checks for missing values, outliers, and violations of the statistical assumptions of normality and homogeneity of variance. A behavioral index was constructed from participants' Post-Program Career Exploration Behaviors and ranged from 0 – 21. For use in regression analyses, participants were coded as High Action (19 – 21), Moderate Action (15 – 18), and Low Action (9 – 14) based on their responses.
The population for this study was individuals who participated in the DLT Exploration Experience between 2021 and 2025. Results cannot be generalized beyond this population and should be interpreted with caution. Participation was voluntary and required individuals to reflect on an experience that occurred years earlier. Future research should be conducted with participants between 10-12 months after their respective high school graduation to assess their post-secondary actions and post-hoc reflection on the program’s impact.

Findings
The 28 participants included in this study (response rate of 25.5%) represented a range of educational and experiential backgrounds relevant to examining career decision self-efficacy and post-program action. Most participants were enrolled as four-year college students (n = 20, 71.42%), followed by individuals engaged in full-time employment (n = 6, 21.42%) and two-year college students (n = 2, 7.14%). Among participants who reported current employment (n = 6), the majority were employed in non-agricultural sectors (n = 4, 66.67%), while a smaller proportion worked within the agriculture sector (n = 2, 33.33%). Participants also reported varying levels of prior agricultural awareness (extensive, moderate, or limited) with 46.43% having moderate experience.

The first objective sought to compare the participants’ awareness of agricultural career opportunities pre- and post-experience. To examine changes in participants’ awareness of agricultural career opportunities, a series of paired-samples t-tests were conducted comparing pre-experience and post-experience scores on the Career Awareness Scale and reported in Table 1. The scale consisted of 8 items measured on a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (Not at all true) to 5 (Completely true). 

Table 1
Comparison of Pre- and Post-Scores for Career Awareness Scale (n = 28)
	Statement
	Pre-Experience
	Post-Experience
	Mean Δ
	t(28)
	p
	Cohen’s d

	
	μ
	σ
	μ
	σ
	
	
	
	

	I knew where to find reliable information about dairy careers
	3.00
	1.33
	4.35
	0.75
	1.35
	-7.02
	< .001
	0.98

	I understood the range of STEM and non-STEM careers in agriculture
	3.33
	1.19
	4.54
	0.65
	1.21
	-5.33
	< .001
	1.18

	I knew about the various work settings in the dairy industry
	3.12
	1.12
	4.27
	0.72
	1.15
	-8.04
	< .001
	0.73

	I could name at least three careers in the dairy industry
	3.58
	1.24
	4.62
	0.64
	1.04
	-4.92
	< .001
	1.08

	I understood the training/education needed for dairy-related careers
	3.23
	1.45
	4.27
	0.87
	1.04
	-6.43
	< .001
	0.82

	I understood the typical tasks performed in dairy-related careers
	3.50
	1.30
	4.50
	0.65
	1.00
	-6.01
	< .001
	0.85

	I could identify potential next steps to learn more about agriculture careers
	3.42
	1.24
	4.42
	0.90
	1.00
	-5.20
	< .001
	0.98

	I understood entry-level vs. advanced-level jobs in agriculture
	3.31
	1.35
	4.12
	1.07
	0.81
	-5.94
	< .001
	0.69

	Note: Scale: 1 = Not at all true, 2 = Slightly true, 3 = Somewhat true, 4 = Mostly true, 5 = Completely true


A series of univariate mixed analyses of variance (ANOVAs) were conducted to examine changes in career awareness before and after participation in the career immersion experience and to determine whether these changes differed based on participants’ prior agricultural experience (limited, moderate, or extensive). Across all 10 constructs, time had a statistically significant effect, indicating that students’ career awareness increased following the experience (p < .001). Effect sizes for the pre-post effect were large for each construct (partial η² range = .497 to .804), indicating statistically significant gains in all constructs as displayed in Table 2.
Table 2
Univariate Mixed ANOVA Results Across 10 Career Awareness Constructs and Prior Agriculture Experience Level (n = 28)
	
	Time Effect
(Before and After)
	Time and Prior Agriculture Experience Interaction

	Statement
	F (df)
	p
	η2
	F (df)
	p
	η2

	I could name at least three careers in the dairy industry
	37.67 
(1, 25)
	< .001
	0.62
	5.12 
(4, 23)
	0.014
	0.31

	I understood the typical tasks performed in dairy-related careers
	82.79 
(1, 25)
	< .001
	0.78
	16.00 
(4, 23)
	< .001
	0.58

	I understood the training/education needed for dairy-related careers
	75.63 
(1, 25)
	< .001
	0.77
	9.29 
(4, 23)
	< .001
	0.45

	I knew about the various work settings in the dairy industry
	94.37
(1, 25)
	< .001
	0.80
	6.98 
(4, 23)
	< .001
	0.38

	I knew where to find reliable information about dairy careers
	60.62
(1, 25)
	< .001
	0.73
	3.49 
(4, 23)
	0.048
	0.23

	I could name at least three careers in agriculture outside of the dairy industry
	22.75
(1, 25)
	< .001
	0.50
	4.30 
(4, 23)
	0.026
	0.27

	I understood the range of STEM and non-STEM careers in agriculture
	31.86 
(1, 25)
	< .001
	0.58
	1.38 
(4, 23)
	0.272
	0.11

	I knew about local agriculture career opportunities
	36.84 
(1, 25)
	< .001
	0.62
	10.42 
(4, 23)
	< .001
	0.48

	I understood entry-level vs. advanced-level jobs in agriculture
	43.23
(1, 25)
	< .001
	0.65
	3.548 
(4, 23)
	 0.045
	0.24

	I could identify potential next steps to learn more about agriculture careers
	39.97 
(1, 25)
	< .001
	0.64
	4.89 
(4, 23)
	0.017
	0.30



When comparing prior agricultural experience and post-experience gains in career awareness constructs, nine of the ten constructs showed significant differences (p < .05), indicating that the magnitude of change varied with participants’ prior agricultural experience. These findings suggest that individuals with limited prior agricultural exposure demonstrated the largest gain from pre- to post-experience. 
The second objective aimed to examine changes in participants’ interest and motivation to pursue a career in agriculture before and after the exploration experience. To address this objective, paired-samples t-tests were conducted to compare pre-experience and post-experience scores on the Motivation and Confidence in Agriculture Career Decision-Making Scale. 
Individuals also reported any career exploration behaviors implemented since their initial participation in the program. Individuals responded if they had completed a behavior, planned to complete, or did not initiate action related to the behavior.

Results of the paired-samples t-tests indicated statistically significant increases across all items measuring participants’ interest, motivation, and confidence related to agricultural career decision-making. Participants reported the greatest gains in a career in agriculture would be a good fit for my strengths (Δ = 1.38), while the smallest gains were observed in confidence in my ability to evaluate career options (Δ = 0.96) and pursue an AFNR-related career (Δ = 0.88).  Large effect sizes suggest meaningful shifts in participants’ perceptions of agriculture as a viable and appealing career pathway. 

Descriptive analyses were conducted to examine the career exploration behaviors participants reported engaging in following completion of the career immersion experience (Table 3). The most frequently reported behavior was participation in agriculture- or dairy-related clubs or special-interest organizations, with 89.3% of participants (n = 25) indicating they had already completed this action, and an additional 10.7% (n = 3) reporting that they planned to join an organization. Engagement with industry professionals was also common: 67.9% of participants (n = 19) reported speaking with an agriculture or dairy professional about career opportunities, and an additional 17.9% (n = 5) indicated plans to do so.

Application-based behaviors were reported less frequently but still reflected notable levels of engagement. Approximately 39.3% of participants (n = 11) had applied to an agriculture- or dairy-related postsecondary program, while 25.0% (n = 7) had applied for a full-time agriculture-related position and 46.4% (n = 13) had applied for a part-time position. Across these indicators, a substantial proportion of participants who had not yet completed application-related actions reported plans to do so, indicating progression toward more formal career decision-making behaviors following program participation.



Table 3
Frequencies of Post-Program Career Exploration Behaviors (n = 28)
	
	No Action Taken
	Planning to Complete
	Completed

	
	n
	f
	n
	f
	n
	f

	Since the program, I have joined clubs or special-interest organizations related to agriculture or the dairy industry 
	-
	-
	3
	10.7%
	25
	89.3%

	I have spoken with an industry professional about agriculture or dairy-related careers
	4
	14.3%
	5
	17.9%
	19
	67.9%

	I have applied for an agriculture or dairy-related part-time job (20 hours a week)
	6
	21.4%
	9
	32.1%
	13
	46.4%

	Since the program, I have pursued career-preparation experiences related to agriculture or the dairy industry
	4
	14.3%
	12
	42.9%
	12
	42.9%

	I have spoken with a teacher/university professor about agriculture or dairy-related careers
	6
	21.4%
	10
	35.7%
	12
	42.9%

	I have applied to an agriculture or dairy-related program at the post-secondary level
	7
	25.0%
	10
	35.7%
	11
	39.3%

	I have applied for an agriculture or dairy-related full-time job (40 hours a week)
	11
	39.3%
	10
	35.7%
	7
	25.0%




Objective 3 aimed to describe participants’ confidence in making future-related career decisions following participation in the immersive career experience and to examine how this confidence related to post-program behavioral outcomes. To address this objective, descriptive statistics were used to summarize participants’ post-experience Career Decision Self-Efficacy (CDSE) across five subscales: self-appraisal, occupational information, goal selection, planning, and problem solving (Table 4). Overall, participants reported relatively high levels of confidence across all dimensions of career decision-making, with mean subscale scores ranging from 3.80 to 4.06 on a five-point scale. The highest mean score was observed for Planning (M = 4.06, SD = 0.66), followed by Self-Appraisal (M = 4.01, SD = 0.79), Occupational Information (M = 3.93, SD = 0.65), and Goal Selection (M = 3.92, SD = 0.79). All five CDSE subscales demonstrated strong internal consistency, with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients ranging from .80 to .89, indicating acceptable to excellent reliability for subsequent analyses (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994). Intercorrelations among the subscales were positive and moderate to strong (r = .73-.94), suggesting that although the subscales represent distinct dimensions of career decision self-efficacy, they are strongly related constructs (Rodgers & Nicewander, 1988). 



Table 4
Descriptive Statistics and Intercorrelations Among Career Decision Self-Efficacy Subscales (n = 28)
	Subscale
	μ
	σ
	α
	Self-Appraisal
	Occupational Information
	Goal Selection
	Planning
	Problem-Solving

	Self-Appraisal
	4.01
	0.79
	0.89
	-
	0.94
	0.923
	0.89
	0.87

	Occupational Information
	3.93
	0.65
	0.80
	-
	-
	0.81
	0.87
	0.81

	Goal Selection
	3.92
	0.79
	0.87
	-
	-
	-
	0.77
	0.92

	Planning
	4.06
	0.66
	0.87
	-
	-
	-
	-
	0.73

	Problem-Solving
	3.80
	0.78
	0.81
	-
	-
	-
	-
	-



An ordinal logistic regression analysis (Cohen et al., 2003) was conducted to examine whether participants’ overall Career Decision Self-Efficacy (CDSE) composite score predicted their likelihood of engaging in low, moderate, or high levels of career-related behavior following participation in the immersive career experience. The behavioral indicators index served as the dependent variable, with low action specified as the reference category. Results indicated that the overall model demonstrated good fit, χ²(22) = 46.99, p = .001, and explained a substantial proportion of variance in post-program behavior (Nagelkerke R² = .916). Likelihood estimates in Table 5 indicated that CDSE scores significantly predicted the likelihood of participants engaging in high versus low levels of action. The analysis revealed that when CDSE score increases by 1 point, the predicted odds of an individual demonstrating a high level of action versus a low level of action is 1.25 times higher. In contrast, CDSE scores did not significantly predict the likelihood of engaging in moderate levels of action compared to low levels of action. These findings suggest that CDSE scores are a significant predictor of participants’ likelihood of engaging in higher-intensity, action-oriented career behaviors following the immersive experience.

Table 5
Ordinal Logistic Regression Predicting Career Behavior Level from Career Decision Self-Efficacy Index (n = 28)
	Model Fit Indices

	Statistic
	Value
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Model χ2 (df)
	46.99 (22)
	
	
	
	
	
	

	p-value
	0.001
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Naglekerke R2
	0.916
	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Parameter Estimates

	Predictor
	Comparison
	B
	SE
	Wald χ2
	p
	Exp(B)
	95% CI 
(Exp(B))

	CDSE Index
	MOD V LOW
	0.09
	0.05
	2.96
	0.09

	1.089

	[0.987, 1.202]


	CDSE Index
	HIGH v LOW
	0.23
	0.08
	9.08
	0.002
	1.253
	[1.081, 1.454]

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Constant
	MOD V LOW
	-6.42
	3.89
	0.03
	0.10

	
	

	Constant
	HIGH v LOW
	-19.54
	6.66
	8.60
	0.003
	
	



Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations
The purpose of this study was to explore the impact of an immersive agriculture career experience on youth career decision-making abilities, self-efficacy scores, and post-experience career exploration behaviors. Prior studies have documented the challenges adolescents face in making future career decisions (Gati et al., 1996; Hoffman, 2011; Julien, 1999; Subhrajyoti, 2023). Empirical gaps in the literature indicate a need for more studies of adolescents aged 16–20 who are in the process of making career decisions as they transition from secondary to post-secondary contexts (Farnia & Petrides, 2018; Gore et al., 2006; Schmitt-Wilson et al., 2018). Very few studies have utilized a longitudinal design to capture participant perspectives and career exploration behaviors following an immersive career experience in the context of agriculture, food, and natural resources. This study explored responses from twenty-eight (28) individuals who participated in the Dairy Leaders of Tomorrow Exploration Experience between 2021 and 2025, utilizing a retrospective pretest-posttest format for the survey to minimize response-shift bias (Howard, 1980).

Objective 1 compared participants' awareness of agricultural career opportunities pre- and post-experience. Results demonstrate that participation in the immersive career experience was associated with substantial and meaningful increases in participants’ awareness of agricultural career opportunities across all constructs on the Career Awareness Scale. Differences in the magnitude of gains associated with prior agricultural experience (low, moderate, or extensive) further underscore the developmental value of this experience. For nine of the ten constructs, participants’ prior agricultural exposure significantly impacted the magnitude of improvement, with individuals reporting limited prior experience demonstrating the largest gains. This pattern aligns with prior research suggesting that experiential learning opportunities are particularly influential for individuals with limited real-world experience in a given career field (De Guzman et al., 2025).

Findings from Objective 1 provide clear guidance to educators and industry partners when designing future agricultural career immersion programs. The consistent increase in mean awareness scores across all Career Awareness constructs suggests that immersive experiences should be used intentionally as core instructional strategies rather than as supplemental enrichment activities (Settle et al., 2012). Practitioners should also recognize that surface-level exposure to various agricultural careers alone is insufficient.  Instead, immersive programs should be structured to explicitly address career identification, job tasks, educational pathways, and work environments, while providing participants with opportunities to complete career-related tasks and experience success. As students gain confidence in completing various career-related tasks, they can conceptualize how their strengths and interests align with career options and visualize themselves in a specific career field (Kolb, 2015). Additionally, immersion programs should specifically incorporate industry professionals who can serve as mentors to help students begin building a network of individuals to seek out guidance when considering future career options (Koennecke, 2022). Open-ended survey responses indicated that one of the most memorable parts of the Exploration Experience was “interacting with individuals who are actually employed in the dairy industry,” which reinforces the need to involve business and industry professionals in future career immersion programs.

Future studies should move beyond quantitative outcome measures and incorporate qualitative components (e.g., personal interviews or focus groups) to capture participants' perceptions directly at the conclusion of the Exploration Experience, with potential follow-up communications 12 months after participation. Providing participants with the opportunity to elaborate on which constructs of career awareness were strengthened during the program can provide additional insight for event organizers and educators supporting the development of career decision-making skills. Reflecting on the duration of activities, depth and intensity of exploration opportunities, and the level of interaction with industry professionals can further enrich future experiences and allow students to gain confidence to operationalize future career exploration behaviors.

Objective 2 examined changes in participants’ interest and motivation to pursue a career in agriculture before and after the Exploration Experience and documented post-program career-exploration behaviors. Results from Objective 2 offer several important implications for facilitators designing immersive agricultural career experiences and educators considering pedagogical approaches to career exploration. The substantial increases in post-experience motivation and confidence suggest that immersive programs should incorporate identity exploration and personal fit within career exploration, rather than focusing solely on information transmission. Activities that allow participants to reflect on how their interests and strengths align with agricultural careers may be particularly impactful at the beginning of the experience. Potential strategies could include having participants complete career skill inventories, StrengthsFinder assessments, or round-robin interviews with industry professionals before beginning hands-on activities or presentations. 

The high rates of engagement in low- and moderate-commitment behaviors (e.g., joining clubs and speaking with industry professionals) indicate that immersive experiences can serve as effective catalysts for early-stage career exploration behaviors. Facilitators should capitalize on this momentum by providing structured follow-up opportunities, curated lists of organizations, mentorship contacts, or guided next steps to promote sustained career exploration following the experience. Post-program support structures can be established through collaboration between educators and industry leaders to maintain active career exploration. An example of this collaboration would be strategically embedding resume development into a unit plan following student participation in an Exploration Experience. Industry professionals could return to the classroom a few months later to conduct mock interviews with students, then discuss available job openings in their respective companies. 

Future research should consider longitudinal designs to examine how planning responses evolve into completed actions over time and whether early motivational gains predict sustained career engagement. While motivation and confidence increased uniformly across participants, behavioral engagement varied by type and level of commitment, suggesting that single-outcome evaluations may underestimate program impact. Additionally, the observed pattern of completed versus planned behaviors highlights the need for more nuanced behavioral measures that capture stages of action rather than binary participation indicators. Qualitative research methods, such as case studies or in-depth interviews, could be employed to capture the contextual factors, decision-making processes, and perceived barriers that influence whether students translate intentions into action to provide a more comprehensive understanding of career exploration behaviors beyond quantitative measures alone (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).

Objective 3 aimed to describe participants’ confidence in making career-related decisions following participation in the career immersion experience and examine how this confidence predicted post-program behaviors. The composite CDSE index emerged as a meaningful indicator of participants’ likelihood of engaging in higher-intensity career actions in analyses of predictors of post-program behavior. Specifically, higher CDSE scores significantly increased the odds of participants engaging in high-action behaviors relative to no action. The analysis indicated that when CDSE scores increase by 1 point, the predicted odds of an individual demonstrating a high level of action versus a low level of action is 1.25 times higher. Consistent with Gushue et al. (2006), individual CDSE subscales were not significant predictors of an individual’s post-program level of career exploration behavior, suggesting that a holistic approach to career decision self-efficacy is more meaningful for this sample (Betz et al., 1996; Lent et al., 1994).

These findings underscore the importance of designing immersive career experiences that support overall confidence in career decision-making, rather than narrowly targeting individual skills such as planning or information gathering. The association between higher composite CDSE scores and high-level action suggests that programs should aim to strengthen participants’ overall sense of career decision self-efficacy to help them see themselves as capable decision-makers who can move from exploration to action. High post-experience confidence levels observed across all subscales indicate that immersive experiences may be particularly effective when paired with opportunities to begin career exploration habits, such as goal setting, reflection, and decision-making practice. Educators or facilitators should consider embedding explicit opportunities for participants to create a timeline for future career decisions or exploration to reinforce the connection between realized confidence and action.

Future research should examine whether the relationship between CDSE scores and post-experience career exploration strengthens over time or whether early post-experience confidence predicts longer-term educational or career outcomes. Longitudinal designs and larger samples would enable a statistically significant estimation of subscale effects and clarify whether specific dimensions of CDSE become statistically significant at later stages of career development. Additionally, mixed-methods approaches that incorporate qualitative data could provide deeper insight into how students conceptualize their improved confidence, navigate barriers to future career exploration, and decide which career actions to pursue. These approaches may be particularly valuable for understanding why high levels of self-efficacy do not consistently translate into action for all participants.
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