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The roles, needs, and 
challenges of Arkansas women
in agriculture

Carmen C. Albright* and Jennie S. Popp†

ABSTRACT

Participants of the 2005-2007 Arkansas Women in Agriculture conferences were surveyed for this
study to identify recent changes in their roles on and off the farm, the factors important to their
success, and the problems they face in their businesses. Respondents were broken into two
groups—Farm (women owner-operators of farms, ranches, or agribusinesses) and Non-farm
(women working in supporting agricultural industries)—for comparisons and responses were
also analyzed across years. Farm women most often reported problems keeping good employees
each year, while Non-farm women often reported having problems with being respected as a
female business person. For Farm women, the factor most often cited as important to success in
their business was being able to pass the business on to family; for Non-farm women it was being
able to apply their talents and skills. These results suggest that different types of agricultural
women hold different attitudes about business and face different challenges. Results across years
suggest that successes and problems may change over time. This marks some of the first research
on the roles, challenges, and attitudes of Arkansas’ women in agriculture. Based on the results of
this research, educational efforts are underway across the state to assist Arkansas’ women in agri-
culture. However, given the small sample of women surveyed, further research is still needed to
fully understand the roles, challenges, and attitudes of Arkansas’ women in agriculture.

* Carmen C. Albright is a spring 2007 Bumpers College graduate with a degree in agribusiness.

† Jennie S. Popp, faculty sponsor, is an associate professor in the Department of Agricultural Economics and Agribusiness.



MEET THE STUDENT-AUTHOR

After my graduation from Ozark High School and
retirement from serving as an Arkansas FFA State
Officer, I moved to Fayetteville to begin classes at the
University of Arkansas, where I was awarded a
Chancellor’s Scholarship to pursue my studies. At the
end of my freshman year, I began working for Dr.
Jennie Popp as a research assistant. My first project
involved creating a presentation for a grant proposal to
organize a conference for Arkansas’ women in agricul-
ture. From there, we decided to survey and interview
the participants of the conference to learn about their
changing roles. After studying abroad in Chengdu,
China, for one month, I presented the findings of the
survey at the 2005 American Agricultural Economics
Association Undergraduate Paper Competition in
Providence, Rhode Island, and won third place. I then
went on to study abroad in Pau, France, for the fall
semester and in Accra, Ghana, West Africa, for the
spring semester, with financial support from two
Honors College Study Abroad grants and the Richard
Locke Scholarship through the Dale Bumpers College.
Another survey was distributed at the second Arkansas
Women in Agriculture conference, and I won the 2006 American Agricultural Economics Association
Undergraduate Paper Competition in Long Beach, California, with findings from the two years’ surveys and a
comparison of them. Focus-group interviews were held with women throughout the state, and I presented that
research combined with the quantitative data at the National Conference for Undergraduate Research in San
Rafael, California.

When I was not busy with research and my French and global agricultural, food and life sciences minors, I
served as a Dale Bumpers College Ambassador and was active in Sigma Alpha, the professional agricultural
sorority. I am now preparing to take some time off in Reno, Nevada, before going to graduate school, but I
would eventually like to become a professor.

Carmen C. Albright

INTRODUCTION

When the 2002 United States Census of Agriculture
was released, a surprising trend was unveiled.
Nationally, the number of women principal operators
grew about 11% (6% in Arkansas) between 1997 and
2002. Data now show that nationally, 26% (and in
Arkansas, 25%) of all women farmers are principal farm
operators, meaning they have primary responsibility for
day-to-day farm operations. Finally, women are princi-
pal operators on 11% of farms nationwide and on 10%
of farms in Arkansas (USDA NASS, 2004a; USDA NASS,
2004b).

In addition to these farm women, there are other
women who are also important to the agricultural
industry. These are women who hold prominent posi-

tions in firms that support agriculture, such as agricul-
tural lending institutions, farm input suppliers, veteri-
nary/animal clinics and agricultural processors.
Increasing numbers of women in leadership positions
both on and off the farm are explained by three factors.
First, more women are inheriting these operations due
to death, divorce, and illness. Second, women are making
voluntary career changes into agriculture. Third, because
of the expansion of educational opportunities, more
women are choosing college programs that prepare them
for important positions in agricultural industries. The
number of women receiving agriculture-related degrees
has more than doubled since 1993, to 28,801 in 2000
(USDA REEIS, 2000). Even at the University of Arkansas,
the number grew by 50% between 1997 and 2005
(University of Arkansas Institutional Research, 2006).
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To respond to the increase of women involved in agri-
culture, researchers need to understand the challenges
women face and the goals they hold so as to be success-
ful in their business endeavors. However, success is
measured differently by different people. It could mean
maximizing income or profit for some (Hoy, Carland
and Carland, 1984); it may be non-financial, such as
assisting the community or being able to use a particular
skill (Buttner and Moore, 1997; Mayasami, Cooper and
Valeria, 1999) or it could be some combination of both.
Consumer theory in economics is used to show how dif-
ferent goods or services can be combined to achieve
some given level of utility or satisfaction (Nicholson,
2004). The level of utility (or in this case, success)
received from goods or services (perhaps profits and
community assistance) is closely tied to tastes and pref-
erences of the individual. A person can be said to maxi-
mize utility subject to a constraint, such as the amount
of time in a week. Different agricultural women will
have different preferences and constraints and, therefore,
can be expected to reach different levels of success or
utility from their on-farm or off-farm business/leader-
ship activity.

The importance of the role of women in agriculture
has been acknowledged by many states in recent years.
Annual conferences for women in dozens of states pro-
vide skills to succeed in agricultural production/busi-
ness, as well as methods to balance demands of family,
business, and their communities. The first statewide
conference for Arkansas’ women in agriculture was held
in 2005 with the goal of enriching lives and empowering
women in Arkansas in all aspects of agriculture (produc-
tion, processing, marketing, and retailing) and in their
rural communities. Attendees from this and subsequent
conferences agreed to participate in research that exam-
ined the roles, challenges, and successes of Arkansas’
women in agriculture – some of the first research on
women in agriculture in the U.S. This paper presents
selected results of a three-year study of Arkansas’ women
in agriculture.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Surveys of female participants at the Arkansas
Women in Agriculture Conference were conducted in
2005, 2006, and 2007. This survey, constructed accord-
ing to methods described by Salant and Dillman (1994),
consisted of two main parts: questions designed specifi-
cally for women who owned farms, ranches, or agribusi-
nesses (Farm women), and questions for all female
attendees, whether they were farm employees, worked in
supporting (e.g., credit, input) industries, retired, or stu-

dents (Non-farm women). Farm women were given
questions about: 1) their operation/business (type, size,
location); 2) their role in management; 3) sources of
information to assist in that role; and 4) changes in their
role and its impact on various decision making and
other areas of their lives (use of capital, use of labor,
impact on family finances, impact on quality of life for
self and others). All female participants—Farm and
Non-farm—were asked to respond to questions related
to: 1) importance of various characteristics of their work
(such as applying their talents to the job, having secure
employment, meeting financial needs, balancing work
and free time, assisting others in the community, etc.); 2)
areas of difficulty in their work (access to credit, net-
working with others, managing cash flow, marketing
products, etc.); 3) farm/community organization
involvement, and 4) various demographic characteristics.

For each year, summary statistics were constructed
over all questions and all ranges of responses. Responses
were then separated into Farm and Non-farm categories.
Next, Chi-square and Fisher’s Exact tests were used to
determine if statistically significant differences existed in
the responses. The same tests were used to compare
responses between all three years.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

A total of 752 female participants at the 2005-2007
Arkansas Women in Agriculture conferences were asked
to complete the survey. The response rates were 55%
(147 of 269) in 2005; 36% (108 of 300) in 2006; and 49%
(89 of 183) in 2007. Only 10% of the 2005 Farm women
considered themselves principal operators of their farms
or businesses, but 22% in 2006 and 19% in 2007 desig-
nated themselves in this role. Between 66% and 75% of
Farm women each year responded that they would defi-
nitely or probably continue to run the business if some-
thing happened to their spouse or business partner.
Remaining results focused on the factors important to
women in business and challenges they face. Results are
presented by year and followed by the comparison
between years.

Respondents in 2005 
Of the year 2005 respondents, 96 described them-

selves as farm, ranch, or agribusiness owners (or Farm
women). The remaining 51 Non-farm women were
employees of ranches and farms, lending institution
owner/employees, employees of farm organizations,
retirees, and students.

All respondents were asked to indicate whether or not
each of 13 factors was important to them in measuring
their success in their operation/business. The percent-
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ages of Farm and Non-farm women that agreed or
strongly agreed with each of the factors are presented in
Table 1. Strong significant differences (p < 0.05) were
found in Farm and Non-farm women’s attitudes towards
the importance of four factors; a higher percentage of
Farm women agreed it was important to be able to pass
on the business to family and to provide jobs for the
community whereas a higher percentage of Non-farm
women agreed it was important to apply talents and
skills directly and to be excited about their work.

All respondents were also asked to state their opinion
regarding potential problems they face in their work.
Results are presented in Table 2. First, on a pure percent-
age basis, more Farm women reported that problems
existed than Non-farm women, with the exception of
gaining access to credit. Strong statistical differences
were found in attitudes towards three problems; more
Farm women reported problems with finding and qual-
ifying for government programs and keeping good
employees.

Respondents in 2006
Sixty-nine of the respondents were Farm women; the

remaining Non-farm women held jobs and/or member-
ships in agribusiness, lending institutions, or farm
organizations.

Three significant differences existed in Farm and
Non-farm women’s attitudes regarding important fac-
tors in their work life. Farm women felt more strongly
that it was important to be able to pass on the business
to family, whereas Non-farm women felt more strongly
that it was important to feel secure about their employ-
ment future and have flexible work hours.

There were also strong significant differences in Farm
and Non-farm women’s attitudes toward two problems.
More Farm women again reported problems with quali-
fying for government programs and keeping good
employees. In addition, significantly higher percentages
of Farm women agreed that they face problems of know-
ing where and how to market their products and keeping
financial records.

Respondents in 2007
Of the year 2007 respondents, 45 were Farm women,

and 44 were Non-farm women.
Statistical analysis resulted in strong significant dif-

ferences regarding four factors. Non-farm women were
more likely to agree with the importance of applying
their talents and skills, trying new ways of doing things,
and improving their standard of living. Farm women
agreed more with the importance of passing the business
on to a family member. Comparisons of the problems
faced by each group of women resulted in only one sig-
nificant difference—more Farm women agreed that they
have a problem keeping good employees.

Comparison of all years
Statistical comparison across the three years’ of

responses yielded very few significant differences (see
Table 3). A comparison of Farm women responses
across years revealed only two significant differences.
First, by 2007 the data suggest that the percentage of
Farm women who faced problems being respected as a
female businessperson and keeping financial records had
fallen from 41% to 33% and from 41% to 25%, respec-
tively. Second, by 2007, data also suggest that the impor-
tance of meeting current financial needs in their work
success had increased from 82% to 90% for Non-farm
women. When comparing all responses across years,
only one significant difference was found. Across all
respondents, the importance of having flexible work
hours in their work decreased between 2005 and 2007.
However, as many of the participants in the study varied
across years, further research is needed to determine
whether these differences exist due to real changes over
time or due to changes in participants over time.

Discussion 
This research suggests that Farm and Non-farm

women share some of the same problems in business as
well as the factors they find important to their success.
However, because of their diverse backgrounds and dis-
similar job responsibilities, their opinions on matters
such as the importance of passing on the business to
family and having employment security and the problem
of keeping good employees are significantly different.

Findings also suggest the importance of conducting
research on women in agriculture at different points in
time. While the demographic and agricultural informa-
tion of both years was similar, the needs of these women
show different results from the previous year based on
the changes of importance on certain factors and the
problems they face.

As women become more involved in state and nation-
al agriculture, they, like their male counterparts, will
experience challenges and, hopefully, success. Currently
research and educational efforts are working to address
the needs of these women in terms of skill-building and
networking, but more research is needed to fully under-
stand the roles, challenges, and goals of different groups
of agricultural women at different points in time.
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