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Introduction
AI is integrated into many aspects of everyday life, including smartphones, homes, search engines, and common technologies such as automobiles (Maphosa, 2024). AI is also becoming increasingly common in precision agriculture. As the world experiences the Fourth Industrial Revolution (Oosthuizen, 2022), agriculture is turning to artificial intelligence (AI) to reduce inputs and produce food more sustainably. This shift has increased the demand for professionals who can engage critically with AI from technical, social, and ethical perspectives (Beheshti & Kerridge, 2025). If university students are not prepared to use AI, they risk being professionally left behind (Palmer et al., 2026). Access to AI technologies alone is not sufficient to advance students’ proficiency and understanding of these tools (Dogaru et al., 2025); universities and higher education institutions have a responsibility to prepare students to enter the workforce with experience using AI.
Study Purpose and Theoretical Framework
The purpose of this study was to explore university students’ perceptions of artificial intelligence in agriculture. The overarching goal was to examine whether students are prepared to enter the workforce during the age of AI and to understand their perspectives on AI within the agricultural sector. Additional research questions included: (1) How do interview participants perceive their preparedness to engage with artificial intelligence and data-driven tools in future agricultural careers? (2) How do participants describe the perceived impacts of artificial intelligence on agricultural production, management decisions, and resource use? (3) What ethical, labor, and professional responsibility considerations do participants associate with the increasing use of artificial intelligence in agriculture? The Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) was used to examine the psychological factors that influence technology acceptance and rejection and to understand how users perceive technological improvements as affecting acceptance (Davis, 1989). The framework evaluates acceptance based on a technology’s perceived usefulness, including its potential to improve performance, financial outcomes, time management, and efficiency (Davis, 1989). This framework is appropriate for exploring students’ perceptions of AI in agricultural systems and their opinions on how these technologies can be improved. Research by Venkatesh et al. (2003) when examining the effectiveness of TAM expanded on the original TAM theoretical framework to create the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT). This development recognizes and classifies other factors or variables that may influence adoption including performance expectancy (PE), effort expectancy (EE), social influence (SI) and facilitating conditions (FCs) and the relationships that gender, age, experience and voluntariness of use have on use on a new technology (Venkatesh et al., 2003). These two theories combined can be used to understand students’ perceptions on the topic of AI in agriculture. The agricultural students interviewed usually gave a background on themselves when explaining their point of view whether that is a history in agriculture, young age, or training in using AI, it becomes clear how these factors affect their opinions. 
Methodology
This study employed a phenomenological approach (Creswell & Creswell, 2017) to examine how students interpret the concept of AI. Researchers analyzed transcripts from video interviews to identify significant statements and capture participant experiences (Creswell & Poth, 2024). Qualitative themes were identified using exploratory design (Stebbins, 2001), as the phenomenon of AI and students’ perspectives toward AI remain relatively unexplored. Students were asked about their preparedness to enter a workforce that uses AI and their perceptions of AI’s effects on agriculture/environment and rural communities. A total of 15 agricultural students participated in pre-recorded semi-structured interviews. Interviews were video recorded and submitted virtually. After submission, researchers transcribed the interviews and inductively identified themes. To enhance trustworthiness, a second researcher peer reviewed the coding process. According to Lincoln and Guba (1985) recommendations, methodological strategies were implemented to ensure trustworthiness.
Findings
Researchers found eight major themes and 20 sub-themes that were continuously covered in response to the interview questions covering preparedness, agricultural systems management data privacy, the environment/ climate, labor, ethics, access and creativity. For this abstract, the themes highlighted include preparedness, labor, and ethics.
Preparedness: Students discussed their preparedness to enter the workforce during the age of AI. Many participants expressed that they lacked sufficient AI-related skills and knowledge. Several students described using chatbots and feeling comfortable with generative AI technologies. One participant stated, “Personally, I feel somewhat prepared…I use ChatGPT, Gemini, (and) Grok on a regular basis, but I don't really know any deeper…research capabilities of AI” [3]. Others reported having little to no experience with AI. When discussing the university’s role in preparing students to work with AI, one participant noted, “I have become more exposed to AI through college work” [22]. However, perceptions were not universally positive. A common sentiment among interviewees was that AI is often viewed by professors as a mechanism for cheating rather than as a tool that can support learning objectives. 
Labor: Students expressed a range of perspectives regarding the effects of AI on labor, often recognizing both potential benefits and risks. Participants discussed AI’s ability to reduce manual labor, increase safety, and decrease time spent in the field. One student stated, “AI could reduce physically demanding work and improve safety, which is the positive” [6]. When discussing rural communities, students commonly expressed concern that AI could replace traditional agricultural jobs, particularly in rural areas. Several students also expressed concerns about overreliance on AI. Students suggested that if agricultural professionals become overly reliant on AI, they may lose the ability to solve problems independently. 
Ethics: Participants frequently expressed concerns that data collected and stored by AI systems could be exploited and that privacy could be compromised. Interviews revealed that many students were uncertain about what happens to stored data and who has access to personal information. Students also connected ethical concerns to issues of access. While some viewed AI as a tool that could increase access to information for rural communities, others expressed concern that AI could widen existing technological disparities. One student stated, “Smaller operations may struggle to afford this advanced technology, which, like I said, it can widen the gap between these farm sizes around the world” [13].
Conclusion and Implications
Our findings present the variation in university students’ perceptions of AI preparedness. Students appeared to understand the theoretical and ethical benefits and implications of emerging AI technologies but lacked hands-on experience using these tools in real-world settings. The idea that while people may have access to AI, this does not mean that they are proficient in AI literacy and understanding (Dogaru et al., 2025) is evident from these interviews. To improve confidence of students it is underscored to expand education to embrace AI and educate our future professionals on how to properly use tools they will be expected to work with in their careers. It is recommended that universities offer additional workshops and courses focused on AI or integrate AI-related activities into existing curricula to improve AI literacy. Overall, preparing students to engage effectively with AI should be a priority for higher education institutions.
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