Competencies Needed by Agricultural Leadership Graduates: An Industry Hiring Authority Perspective
Abstract
This Delphi study aimed to assess the skills, knowledge, and competencies needed by Agricultural Leadership graduates at Oklahoma State University, as perceived by industry. A panel of experts (N = 17) was recruited based on their status as active agricultural industry hiring authorities with at least three years of experience, ranging from traditional agribusiness and Extension to energy, utilities, and governmental affairs, which ensured a widespread perspective on workforce needs. Reliability was maintained by ensuring the participation of at least 10 high-level hiring authorities throughout the iterative process, ensuring the findings reflect the strategic needs of the agricultural workforce. Following three Delphi rounds, consensus (75% agreement) was reached on 43 items categorized into six thematic areas. Results indicate that foundational career skills and professional dispositions are perceived as more critical for entry-level success than narrow technical competencies. These findings offer guidance for ensuring that agricultural leadership programs prepare graduates to meet the demands of an evolving workforce by prioritizing high-consensus foundational skills over narrow technical competencies. This study builds upon current literature by demonstrating that hiring authorities prioritize foundational career skills and emotional intelligence over technical specialization. 
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Introduction
The agricultural industry is a dynamic and vital sector of the global economy whose future success requires a workforce equipped with innovative skills and the ability to navigate the complex challenges inherent in an evolving 21st century global economy (Artavia-Rojas, 2019; Crawford & Fink, 2020; Parrella et al., 2022). To meet these demands, postsecondary institutions, particularly land-grant universities, have developed agricultural leadership (AGLE) programs (Carter & Culbertson, 2012; Diallo & Gerhardt, 2017; Ho & Odom, 2015; Kaufman et al., 2010; Osteen & Coburn, 2012; Sowcik & Komives, 2020; Weeks & Weeks, 2020). These programs originated from agricultural education departments to provide a non-teaching track for students who did not wish to become educators but still sought employment in the agricultural sector (Cletzer et al., 2022; Lawver et al., 2018; Pennington & Weeks, 2006; Velez et al., 2014; Weeks & Weeks, 2020). As such, Weeks and Weeks (2020) identified the primary purpose of AGLE programs as preparing “future leaders to tackle societal issues related to food and agricultural sciences” (Weeks & Weeks, 2020, p. 37).
Historically, AGLE programs focused on practical skills such as public speaking and parliamentary procedure for youth organizations like FFA and 4-H (Weeks & Weeks, 2020). Over time, these programs have evolved to attract a wide variety of students and now often include theoretical foundations, team leadership, ethics, and communication (Brown & Fritz, 1994; Cletzer et al., 2022; Fritz & Brown, 1998; Fritz, et al., 2003; Morgan et al., 2013; Simonsen & Birkenholz, 2010; Velez, et al., 2015; Weeks & Weeks, 2020). Today, AGLE programs can be found in various forms, including majors, minors, and certificate programs, at numerous land-grant institutions across the United States (Alexander et al., 2017; Guthrie et al., 2018; Velez et al., 2015; Weeks & Weeks, 2020).
Despite the growth and establishment of AGLE programs, a persistent challenge remains in ensuring that graduates possess the knowledge, skills, and competencies that are most valued by industry hiring authorities (Andelt et al., 1997; Cletzer et al., 2022; Hopkins et al., 2011; Rateau et al., 2015; Robinson et al., 2007). Employers have consistently expressed that while graduates may possess strong technical and discipline-specific knowledge, they often lack crucial soft, or transferable, skills such as leadership, communication, problem-solving, and professionalism (Brown et al., 2003; Crebert et al., 2004; Peddle, 2000; Radhakrishna & Bruening, 1994; Tetreault, 1997). This discrepancy, often referred to as a skills gap, indicates that higher education may not be adequately developing the employability skills required for success in the modern workforce (Cline, 2021; Crawford & Fink, 2020; Easterly et al., 2017; NACE, 2017; Hanover Research, 2016; Scasta, 2018).
There is also a perceived lack of consistency across AGLE programs nationwide regarding coursework, content, and required textbooks (Brungardt, 1996; Crawford et al., 2020; Morgan et al., 2013). This inconsistency makes it difficult to establish benchmarks for curriculum and ensure graduates are universally prepared to meet industry demands (Morgan et al., 2013). Consequently, research that continually assesses the needs of the agricultural industry is essential for AGLE programs to remain relevant and effective (Andelt et al., 1997; Martin & Cox, 2025; Morgan, 2010; Morgan, 2012; Morgan & Rucker, 2013). Without ongoing dialogue and feedback from employers, academic programs risk stagnation and failure to produce marketable graduates prepared to lead in a complex and evolving industry. This study aims to address this gap by directly engaging industry hiring authorities.
Purpose and Research Objective
The purpose of this Delphi study was to assess the needs of Agricultural Leadership (AGLE) undergraduate programs as perceived by industry hiring authorities. The research objective is to identify the knowledge, skills, and competencies needed by graduates of AGLE undergraduate programs as perceived by industry hiring authorities. The findings will provide crucial data to inform curriculum development and enhancement, ensuring that AGLE programs are effectively preparing students to become the dynamic and influential leaders the agricultural industry requires.
Theoretical Framework/Literature Review
	Program systems models allow faculty to adjust curricula based on employer feedback (Jones, 2024). This study was framed by Finch and Crunkilton’s (1999) Program System Model (PSM), which provides a robust structure for assessing educational programming needs. The PSM is well-established as an appropriate lens for evaluating Agricultural Leadership (AGLE) curricula, as evidenced by its extensive application in the field (Cannon et al., 2016; Cletzer et al., 2022; Jones, 2024; Morgan et al., 2013; Morgan & Rucker, 2013). The PSM is composed of several components, illustrated in Figure 1,  which work together as a systems approach (Finch & Crunkilton, 1999). 
Figure 1
Program Systems Model (PSM)
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Note. Adapted from Finch & Crunkilton (1999). 
This study specifically engages the feedback loop by focusing on the model’s environment component through targeted inquiry of industry professionals who may hire AGLE graduates. While many previous assessments using this model have focused on feedback from faculty (Cletzer et al, 2022; Morgan et al., 2013; Morgan & Rucker, 2013), this study recognizes Finch and Crunkilton’s (1999) assertion that labor demand should be assessed by directly seeking input from industry employers to assure program success in producing marketable graduates. By collecting data from industry hiring authorities, this research will serve to inform the knowledge, skills, and competencies required in the workforce, which can then be used to refine and enhance AGLE program curriculum. 
	Employer perceptions and industry demands are fundamental to defining the goals, course content, and required skills for agricultural leadership (AGLE) programs. Because the agricultural industry is constantly changing, educational systems must remain sensitive to the evolving needs of prospective employers to produce marketable graduates (Andelt et al., 1997; Cletzer et al., 2022; Graham, 2001; Jones, 2024; Stripling & Ricketts, 2016). As such, industry demand has shifted the focus of AGLE competencies toward a robust set of transferable skills. 

Employers emphasize the importance of communication, conflict resolution, problem-solving, and team management (Crawford et al., 2011; Crawford & Fink, 2020; Jones, 2024; Moore et al., 2013; Morgan et al., 2013; Sapp et al., 2019). Crawford and Fink (2020) also found that employers value employees who can effectively navigate change and ambiguity, deal with conflict constructively, and are proficient in building professional relationships. While students are often well-grounded in technical skills, industry leaders feel graduates lack the ability to effectively apply these transferable skills in the workplace (Andelt et al., 1997; Crawford et al., 2011; Crawford & Fink, 2020; Easterly III et al., 2017; Graham, 2001; Peddle, 2000; Robinson & Garton, 2008; Scasta, 2018). This underscores the need for curricula that intentionally integrate and develop them in their institutional programming. Agriculture programs need to be continually evaluated and assessed to ensure they are meeting employers’ needs and understand foundational information about AGLE development programs (Cannon et al., 2016; Cletzer et al., 2022; Cline, 2021; Lindsey e al., 2009; Simon et al., 2005; Velez et al., 2015). These evaluations enable employers’ beliefs and students’ perceptions to be identified for career preparedness (Easterly et al., 2017; Stripling & Ricketts, 2016).

Methodology

	This research was part of a broader Delphi-based needs assessment aimed at describing the competencies required by post-secondary agricultural leadership graduates. The Delphi method was developed by the RAND Corporation for the United States military during the Cold War to systematically obtain expert opinion (Best et al., 2025; Martin & Frick, 1998). Its initial application was for technological forecasting, specifically to predict the probability of enemy attacks (Martin & Frick, 1998). Since then, it has evolved into a statistical methodology used across a diversity of fields, including healthcare, economics, and education, where group forecasting is required in the absence of accurate, tested data (Nasa et al., 2021). 

	Hsu and Sanford (2007) suggested the Delphi technique is appropriate for conducting program evaluations and needs assessments and has been applied widely to agricultural education research since the early 1980s (Best & Edwards, 2024; Martin & Frick, 1998). Best et al. (2025) asserted that “the method has been used extensively to develop curriculum and to identify a variety of benefits, challenges, and needs associated with agricultural education, among other research topics of interest” (p. 2). Following these assertions, this study employed the technique to assess the needs of AGLE undergraduate programs by engaging the expert opinions of industry hiring authorities.

	While traditional surveys often aim to identify “what is”, the Delphi technique is unique because it attempts to address “what could” . . . or . . . “should be” (Miller, 2006, as cited by Hsu and Sandford, 2007, p. 1). It operates as a structured communication framework intended to promote group consensus regarding a particular subject (Dalkey & Helmer, 1963), relying on a multi-stage process of sequential questionnaires to aggregate and refine input from a panel of specialists of which “three iterations are often sufficient to collect the needed information and to reach a consensus in most cases” (Hsu & Sandford, 2007, p. 2). As such, this study employed a three-round approach to collect data from a panel of industry hiring experts.

	The expert panel (N = 17) consisted of industry hiring authorities spanning governmental/tribal affairs, education, data and analytics/IT infrastructure, agribusiness, event and exposition management, agricultural research, energy and utilities, Extension, and construction. For this study, expert panelists met three primary inclusion criteria: (a) current status as a hiring authority with final decision-making or recommendation power within their organization; (b) a minimum of three years of industry-specific experience; and (c) active employment within the agricultural sector. The resulting panel represented a significant depth of field experience, ranging from 3 to 37 years, with a mean of 16 years’ experience as a hiring authority (M = 16).

According to Hsu and Sandford (2007) and Okoli and Pawlowski (2004), a panel of 10 to 18 specialists is sufficient to provide high-quality, consensus-based data when participants possess deep domain expertise. Further, Nasa et al. (2021) assert that there is no global agreement on the correct number of experts, emphasizing that the inclusion criteria are the primary driver of validity. As such, this study established methodological reliability by ensuring a consistent panel of at least 10 experts per round, specifically composed of established industry hiring authorities whose professional oversight of agricultural workforce needs directly satisfied the study’s inclusion criteria.

	This study employed purposive snowball sampling to recruit a panel of diverse agricultural industry hiring authorities. The initial sampling frame was established through a database of industry professionals provided by Oklahoma State University’s employer and alumni relations coordinator, as well as industry hiring contacts identified in a prior Delphi study of program alumni conducted by researchers at Oklahoma State University (Spivey et al., 2025). To expand the panel’s breadth and ensure expert representation, a snowballing mechanism was integrated into the first Delphi round, where participants recommended additional peer hiring authorities. This multi-stage recruitment process ensured the inclusion of high-level stakeholders with direct oversight of industry workforce needs.

	Data collection was facilitated through Qualtrics, an online survey platform, using its integrated email distribution system. To ensure the instruments were methodologically sound, a panel of agricultural leadership faculty from Oklahoma State University reviewed each iteration of the survey for face and content validity prior to distribution. On March 13, 2025, an initial email invitation was sent to 122 potential panelists, which included a link to the Round 1 instrument. Via snowball sampling and faculty recommendations, 38 additional potential panelists were contacted. Of the 160 potential panelists identified, eight invitations were undeliverable, resulting in an effective recruitment pool of 152 accessible participants. In total, 27 individuals (17.8%) responded to Round 1; however, only 17 (11.2% of the recruitment pool) met the inclusion criteria as active hiring authorities. These 17 individuals formed the expert panel for the subsequent Delphi rounds. 

	This initial round utilized a multi-part instrument that captured the demographic and professional profiles of the panelists, and included three open-ended prompts designed to elicit broad industry insights: (a) Please provide your thoughts as to what you believe to be the purpose of obtaining a degree in Agricultural Leadership. (b) What knowledge or skills should Agricultural Leadership graduates have to be successful in your industry (i.e., foundational/soft skills, industry-specific skills, technical skills, leadership knowledge)? Please be as specific as possible, and list as many as you can. (c) What knowledge or skills do newly hired college graduates typically not have that would be beneficial in your industry? Please be as specific as possible, and list as many as you can. 

	Survey responses were analyzed by one researcher who eliminated duplicated statements, followed by initial coding, which was conducted by two members of the research team, as suggested by Saldaña (2021). An unduplicated list of 56 items was then presented to the entire research team for open code negotiation. Consensus was reached to organize the findings into six thematic categories: (a) foundational career skills, (b) technical skills, (c) agricultural specific skills, (d) professional dispositions, (e) team building skills, and (f) other knowledge.

	The Round 2 instrument employed a five-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = somewhat disagree, 3 = neither agree nor disagree, 4 = somewhat agree, 5 = strongly agree) to determine the participants’ level of agreement with each item. This instrument included all 56 items and was distributed to Round 1 panelists on September 2, 2025, with a total of 12 (70.6%) responding. Following recommendations for establishing rigorous consensus (Diamond et al., 2014; Keeney et al., 2011), an a priori agreement threshold of 75% was determined as appropriate for this study. This level was selected to ensure that only those workforce needs with substantial expert backing were included in the final results. As such, items indicated as a four or five by 75% of participants were included in the third and final round. A final open-ended question regarding any additional information participants would like to include to accompany their responses resulted in the addition of two new items to the Round 3 instrument.

	The Round 3 instrument was sent to panelists responding to Round 2 of the study (n = 17, 83.3%) on November 20, 2025, which consisted of 46 items retained from Round 2, plus the two additional items for a total of 48 items. Following the recommendations of Hsu and Sandford (2007) and Hasson et al. (2000), the group mean for each item was provided to the panel to facilitate consensus-building and allow the panelists to evaluate their responses relative to the collective group judgment. Participants were asked for the final time to indicate their level of agreeableness using the same five-point scale. Items receiving an 75% level of agreement in this round were consolidated into a final comprehensive list of skills, knowledge, and competencies, which comprised 43 items.

Results

Analysis of Round 1 participant responses yielded 56 distinct statements identifying the skills, knowledge, and competencies essential for AGLE graduates. In Round 2, panelists reached consensus (≥ 75% agree or strongly agree) on 46 of 56 (82%) items. Items eliminated after Round 2 included: (a) basic graphic design tools (e.g., Canva, Adobe), (b) business acumen (e.g., budgeting, market analysis), (c) knowledge of CRM/ERP systems (e.g., salesforce, marketing), (d) proficiency with project management tools, (e) familiarity with agricultural policy, (f) Familiarity with funding mechanisms, (g) knowledge of tribal agricultural policies, (h) knowledge of tribal agricultural systems, (i) rural development, (j) strategic planning. Two items, (a) humility and (b) focus, were added to the Round 3 instrument at the suggestion of panelists.  Of the 48 items included in Round 3, five failed to reach final group consensus: (a) digital media etiquette, (b) social media and digital communication tools, (c) hands-on, field-based experience, (d) understanding of agricultural sciences (e.g., animal, plant, soil), and (e) understanding policy. Following Round 3, consensus was reached on 43 items identifying the essential skills, knowledge, and competencies for agricultural leadership program graduates. Table 1 presents the total 56 items along with agreement ratings and the endorsement recommendation from the panel. Items are rank ordered by highest percent of agreement and organized by category and round. Figure 2 visualizes the items that reached consensus. 

Table 1
Agreement Percentages for Round Two and Round Three of the Delphi Questionnaire, Rank Ordered by Round Three Strongly Agree Percentage

	Item 
	Round 2 (n = 12)
	Round 3 (n = 10)
	

	
	Agree %
	Strongly Agree %
	Agree %
	Strongly Agree %
	Endorse

	Foundational Career Skills
	
	
	
	
	

	    Critical thinking 
	8.3
	91.7
	10.0
	90.0
	Yes

	    Following instructions  
	33.3
	66.7
	10.0
	80.0
	Yes

	    Ability to receive feedback  
	8.33
	91.7
	20.0
	80.0
	Yes

	    Problem-solving  
	25.0
	75.0
	20.0
	80.0
	Yes

	    Brainstorming  
	33.3
	66.7
	40.0
	60.0
	Yes

	    Conflict management  
	41.7
	50.0
	40.0
	60.0
	Yes

	    Data-driven decision making
	58.3
	33.3
	40.0
	60.0
	Yes

	    Leadership skills  
	58.3
	41.7
	40.0
	60.0
	Yes

	    Time management  
	41.7
	58.3
	30.0
	60.0
	Yes

	    Deliver effective instructions 
	33.3
	58.3
	30.0
	50.0
	Yes

	    Written communications
	33.3
	58.3
	30.0
	50.0
	Yes

	    Emotional intelligence 
	50.0
	41.7
	60.0
	40.0
	Yes

	    Ability to give feedback
	50.0
	50.0
	50.0
	40.0
	Yes

	    Networking
	66.7
	25.0
	40.0
	40.0
	Yes

	    Oral communication  
	25.0
	75.0
	60.0
	40.0
	Yes

	    Focus
	-
	-
	50.0
	30.0
	Yes

	    Public speaking
	58.3
	25.0
	70.0
	20.0
	Yes

	Technical Skills 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	

	    Computer skills
	16.7
	66.7
	60.0
	30.0
	Yes

	    Data analysis
	58.3
	16.7
	50.0
	30.0
	Yes

	    Digital media etiquette
	66.7
	16.7
	40.0
	30.0
	No

	    Public relations
	50.0
	41.7
	50.0
	30.0
	Yes

	    Social media and digital
        communication tools
	66.7
	16.7
	40.0
	20.0
	No

	    Basic graphic design tools   
(e.g., Canva, Adobe)
	50.00
	16.7
	-
	-
	No

	    Business acumen (e.g.,
        budgeting, market
        analysis)
	41.7
	25.0
	-
	-
	No

	    Knowledge of CRM/ERP
   systems (e.g., Salesforce,
   Marketing)
	16.7
	0
	-
	-
	No

	    Proficiency with project
        management tools
	41.7
	16.7
	-
	-
	No

	
Agriculture specific skills
	
	
	
	
	

	    Understanding of agricultural
        sciences (e.g., animal,
        plant, soil) 
	50.0
	25.0
	20.0
	50.00
	No

	    Hands-on, field-based
        experience
	50.0
	33.3
	40.0
	30.0
	No

	    Familiarity with agricultural
        policy
	41.7
	25.0
	-
	-
	No

	    Familiarity with funding
        mechanisms
	50.0
	8.3
	-
	-
	No

	    Knowledge of tribal
        agricultural policies
	16.7
	8.3
	-
	-
	No

	    Knowledge of tribal
        agricultural systems
	16.7
	8.3
	-
	-
	No

	Professional Dispositions 
	 
	 
	 
	 
	

	    Adaptability  
	8.3
	91.7
	20.0
	80.0
	Yes

	    Ethical  
	8.3
	91.7
	20.0
	80.0
	Yes

	    Professionalism  
	25.0
	75.0
	20.0
	80.0
	Yes

	    Working with diverse
        people  
	25.0
	75.0
	20.0
	80.0
	Yes

	    Accountability  
	8.33
	91.7
	10.0
	80.0
	Yes

	    Initiative
	0
	100
	30.0
	70.0
	Yes

	    Humility
	-
	-
	20.0
	70.0
	Yes

	    Resilience 
	50.0
	50.0
	30.0
	60.0
	Yes

	    Empathy  
	25.0
	75.0
	50.0
	50.0
	Yes

	    Interpersonal skills  
	41.7
	58.3
	50.0
	50.0
	Yes

	    Social responsibility  
	50.0
	50.0
	30.0
	50.0
	Yes

	    Confidence 
	33.3
	50.0
	50.0
	40.0
	Yes

	    Innovativeness  
	41.7
	58.3
	60.0
	30.0
	Yes

	Team building skills 
	
	
	
	
	

	    Collaboration across multiple
        stakeholders
	50.0
	50.0
	50.0
	50.0
	Yes

	    Conflict resolution   
	58.3
	41.7
	50.0
	40.0
	Yes

	    Motivation techniques 
	50.0
	33.3
	40.0
	40.0
	Yes

	    Team building  
	50.0
	33.3
	60.0
	30.0
	Yes

	    Team development
	50.0
	50.0
	60.0
	30.0
	Yes

	    Facilitation  
	58.3
	25.0
	70.0
	20.0
	Yes

	Other Knowledge
	
	
	
	
	

	    Organizational leadership
	33.3
	41.7
	40.0
	40.0
	Yes

	    Project management
	66.7
	25.0
	60.0
	40.0
	Yes

	    Understanding policy
	41.7
	41.7
	30.0
	40.0
	No

	    Followership
	66.7
	16.7
	60.0
	30.0
	Yes

	    Change management
	33.3
	50.0
	60.0
	20.0
	Yes

	    Rural development
	58.3
	8.3
	-
	-
	No

	    Strategic planning
	25.0
	41.7
	-
	-
	No


Note. Items that had no data reported for Round three were eliminated in Round two.
*Indicates Round 2 panelist suggestions for inclusion in Round 3
** Indicates item had a change in endorsement from Round 2 to Round 3.
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Figure 2

Skills, Knowledge, and Competencies Needed by Agricultural Leadership Graduates as Agreed Upon by Industry Representatives
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Conclusions

	This Delphi study investigated skills, knowledge, and competencies essential for agricultural leadership graduates, utilizing the professional perceptions of industry hiring authorities as the primary evaluative context. While the findings are specific to the evolving needs of the Oklahoma State University program, they offer valuable insights that may be transferable to similar agricultural leadership programs at other institutions. Several core skills and competencies identified by the industry panel, notably critical thinking and problem-solving, corroborate findings from previous scholars who argue that these traits are essential for modern graduates (Crawford et al., 2011; Crawford & Fink, 2020; Jones, 2024; Moore et al., 2013; Morgan et al., 2013; Robinson & Garton, 2008; Sapp et al., 2019). The consistent endorsement of these items across three rounds further validates their importance within the agricultural leadership curriculum, providing empirical support for the ongoing efforts of agricultural leadership programs to address these vital areas (Weeks & Weeks, 2020).

	We conclude that agricultural industry hiring authorities prioritize professional dispositions and foundational career skills over technical or agriculture-specific expertise. While technical proficiency in data analysis or computer skills was endorsed, these items received significantly lower Strongly Agree ratings (30%) in comparison to soft skills. This follows previous studies that suggest industry values foundational skills over technical skills, which may be learned on the job (Easterly et al., 2017; Crawford et al., 2011; Jones, 2024; Jones, 2004; Robinson & Garton, 2008). Furthermore, because the agriculture industry includes a wide range of sectors, it is likely that the panel, including representatives across the industry, was unable to reach consensus on a precise set of agriculturally-related skills. This lack of agreement may reflect the diversity of the agricultural industry, rather than a diminished value placed on agricultural competencies. This finding highlights the need for agricultural leadership programs to intentionally provide space and flexibility for students to determine which agricultural competencies they should seek within their degree plan that are most relevant to their interests and future career goals. Such skills may potentially be developed through a minor or certificate program.

Notably, only two of the six categories, professional dispositions and team building, reached consensus across all items. Previous studies indicate these are among the few areas where diverse stakeholders, including faculty, employers, and alumni, consistently agree on their essential nature for graduate success (Crawford & Fink, 2020; Morgan et al. 2013; Sapp et al. 2019; Scasta, 2018; Rowley, 2014). The most significant needs identified were critical thinking (90% strongly agree), adaptability (80%), accountability (80%), and the ability to work with diverse people (80%). The panel reached a consensus to exclude several traditional technical markers, including basic graphic design, CRM/ERP system knowledge, and familiarity with agricultural policy. This suggests a hiring for attitude, training for skill mentality within the industry leadership. Furthermore, the emergence of humility (70% strongly agree) as a top-tier leadership trait in the final round underscores a shift toward collaborative and emotionally intelligent leadership models. Previous studies extensively corroborate this finding, as industry continually trends toward leadership models prioritized around teamwork, empathy, and emotional intelligence.

Recommendations

This study provides a framework of 43 core competencies essential for success in the agricultural industry, as determined by a panel of expert hiring authorities. By utilizing the Finch and Crunkilton (1999) Program System Model, this research identifies the critical inputs, most notably high-level professional dispositions and foundational career skills, that are necessary to optimize Oklahoma State University’s agricultural leadership program curriculum. These findings offer a clear distinction between the foundational skills required for entry-level success, such as critical thinking and adaptability, and technical skills that the industry views as lower-tier priorities. 

Future research should investigate the longitudinal impact of prioritizing these professional dispositions within AGLE curricula to determine if graduates exhibit higher rates of career persistence and promotion. Additionally, we recognize this study is unique to Oklahoma State University’s program assessment needs; therefore, researchers should replicate this study across different institutions to assess the transferability of these findings and to determine if industry needs vary by regional agricultural sectors. Future inquiry could also explore the process phase of the Program System Model (Finch & Crunkilton, 1999) by evaluating specific pedagogical strategies, such as case-study analysis or experiential learning, to identify the most effective methods for developing the high-consensus traits of humility and resilience identified by this panel.

Finally, it is recommended that institutions offering degree programs and formal coursework in agricultural leadership be purposeful in creating opportunities for students to develop into effective critical thinkers, equipped with the ability to problem-solve and adapt to an increasingly unpredictable and diverse global industry. These institutions should implement recurring Delphi-style assessments with hiring authorities to ensure that the inputs of the educational system remain current with the evolving needs of the agricultural sector.
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