~ A Service of
’. b Leibniz-Informationszentrum

.j B I l I Wirtschaft
) o o o Leibniz Information Centre
Make Your PUbllCCltlonS VZSlble. h for Economics ' '

Unay-Gailhard, ilkay; Brennen, Mark A.

Article — Published Version

How digital communications contribute to shaping the
career paths of youth: A review study focused on farming
as a career option

Agriculture and Human Values

Provided in Cooperation with:
Leibniz Institute of Agricultural Development in Transition Economies (IAMO), Halle (Saale)

Suggested Citation: Unay-Gailhard, ilkay; Brennen, Mark A. (2022) : How digital communications
contribute to shaping the career paths of youth: A review study focused on farming as a career
option, Agriculture and Human Values, ISSN 1572-8366, Springer, Dordrecht [u.a.], Vol. 39, Iss. 4,
pp- 1491-1508,

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10460-022-10335-0 ,
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10460-022-10335-0

This Version is available at:
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/266476

Standard-Nutzungsbedingungen: Terms of use:

Die Dokumente auf EconStor durfen zu eigenen wissenschaftlichen Documents in EconStor may be saved and copied for your personal
Zwecken und zum Privatgebrauch gespeichert und kopiert werden. and scholarly purposes.

Sie durfen die Dokumente nicht fiir 6ffentliche oder kommerzielle You are not to copy documents for public or commercial purposes, to
Zwecke vervielféltigen, 6ffentlich ausstellen, 6ffentlich zugénglich exhibit the documents publicly, to make them publicly available on the
machen, vertreiben oder anderweitig nutzen. internet, or to distribute or otherwise use the documents in public.
Sofern die Verfasser die Dokumente unter Open-Content-Lizenzen If the documents have been made available under an Open Content
(insbesondere CC-Lizenzen) zur Verfiigung gestellt haben sollten, Licence (especially Creative Commons Licences), you may exercise
gelten abweichend von diesen Nutzungsbedingungen die in der dort further usage rights as specified in the indicated licence.

genannten Lizenz gewahrten Nutzungsrechte.

-. https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
Mitglied der
WWW.ECOMSTOR.EU K@M 3
. J . Leibniz-Gemeinschaft


https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.zbw.eu/
http://www.zbw.eu/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10460-022-10335-0%0A
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10460-022-10335-0%0A
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/266476
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0
https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.leibniz-gemeinschaft.de/

Agriculture and Human Values (2022) 39:1491-1508
https://doi.org/10.1007/510460-022-10335-0

=

Check for
updates

How digital communications contribute to shaping the career paths
of youth: a review study focused on farming as a career option

ilkay Unay-Gailhard'2® . Mark A. Brennen3

Accepted: 16 June 2022 / Published online: 1 August 2022
© The Author(s) 2022

Abstract

Can the power of digital communications create opportunities for overcoming generational renewal problems on farms?
This interdisciplinary review explores the reported impacts of digital communication on career initiation into farming from
a global perspective via the lens of career theories. Seventy-three papers were synthesized into two domains: (1) the impact
of digital communication interactions on farming career initiation, and (2) the dynamics of digital communication initiatives
that create opportunities to inspire youth into farming. The finding shows that the mainstream literature primarily aims to
support the continuity of farming careers but pay little attention to the potential of digital communication to attract youth
into farming. This review argues that career communications for farming receives insufficient attention, and could be better
integrated into agricultural communications strategies by using the potential of digital communications. Study concludes
that while economic and geographic factors, as well as societal and cultural norms, lead to negative perceptions on farming
careers, there are three pathways that may contribute to breaking down these negative perceptions. Firstly, taking the changing
nature of career motivations, such as the trend towards sustainable farming linked to self-fulfillment, among today’s youth into
consideration is essential. Secondly, highlighting technological advances in digital agriculture practices, like geographical
flexibility or innovation capacity of farming, for example, is important to increase awareness about new opportunities in the
profession. Lastly, communication campaigns with targeted groups (e.g., young females) play a role to change the negative
perceptions of the rural way of life and the farming profession.

Keywords Literature review - Digital communications - Career - Youth - Rural life - Farming

Abbreviations PRISMA Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
ICT Information and Communication Technologies Reviews and Meta-Analysis Method
LMS Learning Management Systems STEM Science, Technology, Engineering, and
MOOCs Massive Open Online Courses Mathematics
NEETs Not in Education, Employment, or Training
OERs Open Education Repositories

Introduction

04 Ilkay Unay-Gailhard
unaygailhard @iamo.de

A lack of interest in farming among youth is a global phe-
nomenon that has led to research and studies on concepts
such as “generational renewal problems on farms” (Meu-
wissen et al. 2019), the “young farmer problem” (Eistrup
et al. 2019; May et al. 2019), and the “greying of the farm-
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ing population” (Conway et al. 2020). There are several
reasons and factors that youth lack interest in farming as a
profession. Apart from economic (e.g., high costs of land
and machinery) and geographic (e.g., needing to be involved
in a rural way of life) dimensions, this lack of interest in
farming among youth is also strongly tied to societal and
cultural norms.
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These social and cultural norms may be summarized as
follows:

(i) an absent image of the farmer as a role model in soci-
ety: Youths’ subjective perceptions towards farming are
often associated with difficult and dirty physical work, low
levels of prestige, low income, no holidays, occurring only
in rural areas and being a profession with limited innovation
opportunities (Simdes et al. 2021; Feinberg 2020; Access-
toland 2018; Yoon et al. 2021; Unay-Gailhard et al., 2019);

(ii) emotional dimensions: Different to other family busi-
nesses, for family farms emotional factors can play a strong
role, such as having an emotional attachment to land, prior-
itizing personal or family values and wanting to be involved
with farming that’s not necessarily profit-oriented (Lans
et al. 2017);

(iii) cognitive dimensions: increasingly, children of
farmers are showing interest in other careers (Accesstoland
2018). For farm children raised with uncertainty or tension
surrounding the family farm business, such as uncertainty
regarding farmland transfer or farmland access, competing
visions among siblings, or questions surrounding equity in
general, as well as family stress due to a lack of childcare
availability in remote rural regions lead to pursuance of non-
farm careers as adults (Rissing et al. 2021);

(iv) gender dimensions: like science and engineering,
the farming profession shows gender disparities and is per-
ceived as a male profession. There is a lack of farmer iden-
tity, and female farmers are often viewed as the “farmer’s
wife” or “helpers” on family farms (Ball 2020). This identity
issue transfers to a lack of “farmer and mother” role mod-
els for youth growing up on family farms (Unay-Gailhard
and Simdes 2022). When it comes to working on farms,
psychological factors such as social recognition and inner
satisfaction have been reported as low for young females
relative to young males for a career choice of farm man-
ager (Lehberger and Hirschauer 2016). Overall, these social
and cultural norms result in a low willingness among young
women to be potential farm successors or to choose farming
as a career option, including farm manager roles (Shortall
et al. 2020).

All of these highlight the intersection of human values
orientation, technology, and behavioral outcomes. As we
focus on the choice of occupation and how these choices
overlay sociocultural conditions, the human value com-
ponent can be seen as far outweighing simple economic
dimensions.

In this review paper, by looking from a global perspective
we explore how digital communication tools would be help-
ful for attracting a new, younger population into farming and
create opportunities for overcoming generational renewal
problems on farms.

As highlighted by digital communications studies (Madi-
anou and Miller 2018; Schaffers et al. 2020), the use of
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digital media is not just changing technology levels, but it
also results in changes to the relationship between human
values, attitudes, and behavior, resulting in emotional, social,
and moral consequences. The question of what impact this
new relationship will have on initiating careers in farming
is the motivation of this review.

This study contends that this lack of interest towards
farming as a profession needs further attention through the
use of communication campaigns and tools from both gov-
ernment and civic society (government agencies, agricul-
tural extension networks, NGOs, farming and commodity
organizations, etc.). These communications initiatives can
help to overcome the negative perception towards the farm-
ing profession, to provide information on farming career
opportunities, and most importantly initiate the choosing of
farming as a career option.

The main purpose of this review is to provide a com-
prehensive, interdisciplinary integration of prior findings to
synthesize existing knowledge and draw scholarly attention
to the study of digital communications and farming career
initiation. To achieve this goal, this review study defines and
focuses on two research questions:

Q1: What are the new and evolving forms of digital com-
munication interactions that initiate careers in farming?
Q2: In which ways may the dynamics formed through
digital communication interactions be used to create com-
munications content to initiate farming careers?

To guide the study in developing a review protocol, the
PRISMA- Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews
and Meta-Analysis Method (Moher et al. 2009) was followed
with a focus on three objectives: (i) an inventory of digital
communication tools used to support the initiation of farm-
ing careers; (ii) the key ideas and rationales that lie behind
these tools; and, (iii) the reported impact of the role of digi-
tal communication tools to create career initiation.

In order to attract and recruit youth (coming from both
farming and non-farming families) into farming, exploring
their career development paths in the digital age is con-
sidered beneficial. Therefore, this study is based on recent
career development theories, including career construction
theory, chaos career theory, happenstance learning theory,
and social cognitive career theory.

These theories incorporate three elements in career
development in modern societies: (i) change (e.g., unsta-
ble situations with frequent changes in work-related tasks);
(ii) chance (e.g., the unplanned and unpredictable nature of
career choices); and (iii) constructiveness (e.g., the proac-
tive nature of individuals with self-organizing and meaning-
making tendencies, which help to build new competencies).
To provide a more thorough analysis of the role of digital
communication tools on the topic at hand, the results of this
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review study will be discussed within the lens of these recent
career theories.

This article is structured as follows: Sect. 2 provides a
theoretical background and introduces contemporary career
theories that have informed this research. Section 3 describes
the methodology and provides information about the data
collection and clustering, while Sect. 4 presents the findings
within two subsections and in the order of the two research
questions. Section 5 discusses the results of the review
study via recent career theories and ends with the remarks
on future research that would be beneficial for expanding on
this topic. Section 6 provides concluding remarques.

Contemporary career theories informing
this study

Career development refers to the process an individual
undergoes to construct their occupational endeavors over a
lifetime. Recent career development studies have suggested
important elements that help us to understand the chang-
ing nature of contemporary careers in late modern soci-
ety. Different than earlier career development studies that
frame career motivations as planned and predictable, recent
career studies consider the potential objective and subjective
influences on individuals’ careers and include the effect of
unplanned and unpredictable factors while explaining career
choices.

The chaos theory of careers argues that an individual’s
career development can be influenced more by outside fac-
tors than by any particular individual factors (Pryor and
Bright 2014). The social cognitive career theory increases
our understating on the relationship between social envi-
ronments and career decision making (Lent et al. 1994).
Our study is guided by the three elements of “change”,
“chance”, and “constructiveness”, which have been used by
recent career theory research to understand modern career
construction paths.

Change: this element represents the dynamic, interac-
tive, and adaptive nature of career development over the life
course of an individual. Under career construction theory,
how individuals manage to navigate through the changing
career dynamics is explained by the concept of self-mak-
ing, which includes elements of coherence and openness
to change (Savickas 2005). Within these dynamics, recon-
structing a career through self-making involves lifelong
motivations and helps in the continuity of creating meaning
out of new career choices and experiences.

Chance: career involvement may also include situational,
accidental, and unintentional occurrences, thus being driven
by unplanned and unpredictable events (e.g., being involved
in a career without education or clear milestones in mind but
because of economic situations). Chance events defined as

significant influence the narratives of an individual’s career,
and how a career subsequently develops (Rojewski 1999;
Salomone and Slaney, 1981). The chaos theory of careers
argues that career development has a consequence, which
is the unpredictability of chance (Pryor and Bright 2014).

Constructiveness: this element encompasses the striving
of individuals to construct or build meaningful perceptions
to understand themselves in the world and learn from their
experiences. Happenstance learning theory argues that both
planned or unplanned events that individuals experience in
their lifetime create learning experiences that impact their
cognitions through the gaining of new competencies such as
skills, interests, beliefs, and sensitivities (Krumboltz 2009).

The intersection between recent career development stud-
ies and youth studies provides guidance and helpful informa-
tion on the younger generations’ career motivations. In the
literature, these motivational factors are defined as “millen-
nium traits”. In recent youth studies, millennium is often
associated with boundaryless, (e.g., high levels of psycho-
logical adaptability and physical mobility), protean (e.g.,
the personal management ability of one’s career based on
self-awareness) and intrinsic (e.g., engaging in a career with
meaningful values) motivations (Boyle 2022).

In this study, the career development of young profession-
als has been viewed as a process instigated by psychologi-
cal, cognitive and behavioral dimensions. When combined,
the three modern society career development elements of
change, chance and constructiveness are viewed as intercept-
ing with younger generations’ career motivations.

Methodology and description of data

This review study on the relationship between digital com-
munication tools and initiating a career in farming followed
three methodological steps, which are summarized in Fig. 1.

Step 1: Definitions of the subject headings
and keywords

This literature review on the impact of digital communica-
tions on career initiation was conducted at the intersection
of four fields: digital communications, vocational education
(which mainly comprised of career development studies),
youth studies, and agrarian literature (including rural sociol-
ogy and farm entry studies).

Due to the limited number of studies at the intersec-
tion of all these fields, this review broadens the definition
of career initiation outcome, and applies insights on the
reported impacts of digital communications on career pro-
gress and career change. To relate the three career devel-
opment pathways, the intersections between the categories
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Fig. 1 The three methodological steps of this review study

9

of career “initiation”, “progress”, and “change” were coa-
lesced for data clusterlng (Fig. 1).

After the conceptual relationships were formed, a
broader question (in line with Q1, and Q2) with four sub-
ject headings were formulated: “Is the use of digital com-
munication tools (intervention) associated with career ini-
tiation, career change and/or career progress (outcome)
among youths (population) in farming professions (condi-
tion of interest)?”.

Through consultation with a research librarian special-
ist, and based on inspiration from recent review studies in
the research topic at hand, including the fields of digital
communications (Fernandez-Planells et al. 2021), career
development studies (Barhate and Dirani 2021), and agrar-
ian literature (Dias and Rodrigues 2019), search keywords
were defined for each subject heading, as presented in
Table 1.

(4—» Pathway 3

by interaction dynamics

Q2

Step 2: Data collection

The data search strategy followed the PRISMA-method
(Moher et al. 2009); the PRISMA Flow is presented in
Fig. 2.

In the identification stage, searches were conducted using
Scorpus, Web of Science, CAB Abstracts, Sociological
Abstracts, and Communication and Mass Media Complete
database. Additional searches were conducted for 94 com-
munications journals in the Web of Science with keywords
defined for the conditions of interest. This step was carried
out since no articles were found in the Communication and
Mass Media database. Lastly, by searching through refer-
ences and citations, a snowball search method was applied
to discover further articles using Google Scholar.

In the screening stage, duplicates were removed and in
total 129 articles with abstracts were saved in Zotero. At the

Table 1 Subject headings and
keywords used in the review

Intervention: digital communication tools;

“social network site” OR “social media” OR “SNS” OR

“online social network” OR “Facebook” OR “Twitter” OR “Instagram” OR “LinkedIn” OR “YouTube”
OR “online forum” OR “social media” OR “social web” OR “ICTs” OR “websites” OR “blogs” OR
“mobile phone” OR “tablet” OR “smartphones” OR “online interaction” OR “online communication”
OR “technology” OR “online” OR “virtual” OR “computer*” OR “cyber” OR “digital”

“career*” OR “job” OR “skill” OR “work”

study

Qutcome: career initiation, career change and career progress;
OR “employment” OR “‘vocation”

Population: youth; “young” OR “youth”
Condition of interest: farming profession; (agriculture* OR farm*) AND entrepreneur*

In this review for some keywords study used an asterisk * as a truncation symbol to find variant endings of
the keywords in the database

@ Springer
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Identification I

N=312

Records identified through database search:
(Scorpus=110; Web of Science=50;
CAB Abstracts=106; Sociological Abstracts=6;
Communication and Mass Media=0)

Additonal records identified:

(Advanaced search in ~90 communication journals
+snowball search in Google Scholar)
N=123

-9

!

. Screening |

N =129

Records after duplicates removed:

Records after abstract screening:

N=26

i

Eligibility |

Full-text articles clustered for the eligibility of three outcome types:

N =103

v

Included

*o—

Studies included in the qualitative synthesis-1 and Il

N=73

Fig.2 PRISMA Flow used in this review study

end of the abstract screening, 26 articles were excluded as
they did not match the inclusion criteria, and 103 articles
were considered to be worthy of full-text reading to deter-
mine whether they’d be eligible or not.

Eligibility decisions were made by clustering articles
based on their corresponding results for the outcomes of
“career progress”, “career initiation” and ‘““career change”.

In the inclusion stage, the relevant studies were evaluated
with three main inclusion criteria: (i) the research must con-
tribute to the outcome of “career initiation” and/or “career
change” (or the intersections among them) in the agriculture
and farming sector; (ii) the research should focus on youth;
and (iii) the study must have been published in the English
language between the years 2012-2022. To approach two
research questions, 73 articles were included for qualitative
analyses I and II.

Step 3: Clustering the collected data

For clustering the collected data, two methodological
approaches for the two research questions were followed:

The qualitative synthesis-I: for Q1, the collected data was
clustered by initiated actors, and clustering categories were
based on the youth mentoring literature, which considers
mentoring actors as formal (school-based, and community-
based) and informal (parents, neighbors, political, religious,
and media personalities).

The qualitative synthesis-II: for Q2, the collected data
was clustered by the dynamics of digital communication
interactions. The method of clustering the data into pathways
followed the review study by Stevens et al. (2016) where the
authors use pathway approach not as a passage in which the
effects lead to outcomes, but a coalescence of activities that

form a pattern in the way it implicates the outcome. In this
step, the collection of studies was qualitatively analyzed in
consideration of the various roles of digital communications
in domains that overlap with agricultural communications
topics (e.g., environmental communications, science com-
munications). As a result, we identified three pathways of
influence on career initiations.

Different than clustering by initiated actors (as for the
qualitative synthesis-I), in this second stage (qualitative
synthesis-II), we do not provide a detailed overview of the
used communication tools (e.g., the impact of 3D virtual
platforms in use in schools for career choices), but rather we
highlight how the intersection of actors (users and providers)
on the communication platforms brings about emergent phe-
nomena as an opportunity for agricultural communications
to initiate a farming career. Pathways allow us to illustrate
the current dynamics being shaped by users and providers,
and give contextualized interpretations.

Description of collected data: two main patterns.

The collected data suggests two main patterns. First, con-
sidering the growing attention to the link between digital
communication applications and farming from very diverse
disciplines, the impact of digital communication applica-
tions on “career progress” is highly established and guided
by several literature reviews (Jimenez et al. 2021; Aratjo
et al. 2021; Sanchez et al. 2020; Klerkx et al. 2019). How-
ever, relative to “career progress”, there are few studies on
the “career initiation” and “career change” effect of digital
communication on the farming profession.

Second, even though review studies represent a
diversity of social science perspectives from psychol-
ogy to communication, three main social science disci-
plines of education, agribusiness management, and rural

@ Springer
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development mostly question the relationship between dig- The qualitative syntheses results
ital communications and career initiatives towards farming
both in developing and developed countries. The qualitative syntheses are detailed in two subsections

below in order of the research questions. Table 2 provides a
summary of the qualitative synthesis.

Table 2 Summary of qualitative synthesis

Qualitative synthesis-I: Digital communication interactionsand farming career initiation

School-based communication tools <—‘

Community-based communicationtools < .
Informally organized communication tools « ‘

by initiated actors
Q1
Online formal agricultural education is not widespread;
Dissatisfaction with formal agricultural education among youth who would like to enter into farming;
Examples of school-based communication tools include virtual and augmented reality game-based applications,

multi-actor collaborative e-learning platforms, online master classes.
(Slamova et al., 2021; Usman et al.., 2021; Acuna et al., 2019; Dolci and Perrin, 2018; lonitescu et al., 2019; Paltaki, et al., 2020)

Community-based communication tools initiated by governmental actors: online interactive collaboration platforms
between government agencies, agri-business groups, and rural youth, interactive consultancy portals, web TV.
Community-based communication tools initiated by digital entrepreneurship ecosystems: e-commerce,

crowdfunding, online video games.
(Afere et al., 2019; Sa’uadi and Rahman, 2019; Brand and Galdava, 2019; Kamarudin et al., 2020; Cole and Stewart, 2017;
Yang et al. 2018; Levoli et al., 2019; Deng et al., 2019; Mardhiyyah et al., 2020; Sutherland 2020a; Sutherland 2020b; Su et al., 2021)

Personal social media accounts, blogs, and online networks, informal groups on agri-entrepreneurship (e.g., via Viber,

WhatsApp), mobile phones.
(Jimenez, 2017; Farani et al., 2019; Unay-Gailhard and Simées, 2022)

Qualitative synthesis-Il: Dynamics of digital communication interactionsand communication opportunitiesto inspire youth

i}% Pathway 1: career initiation effects of online “movements” involving farming

% Pathway 2: opportunitiesin digital agriculture to inspire youth

ﬁ—o Pathway 3: ways digital communicationsimpacts women’s career inspirations

by interaction dynamics

Q2

Online social, environmental, and food movements (e.g., online food and back-to-the-land movements)
play a role in shaping the perceptions towards current farming systems. They also provide career inspiration
from “others” and increase awareness about alternative and innovative farming practices.

(Bruce 2019; Unay-Gailhard and Simé&es, 2022; Drottberger et al., 2021)

The technical innovation and the high-tech collaboration capacity of digital agriculture is expected to

v contribute to breaking down the negative perceptions towards farming.

» The geographic flexibility of innovative urban farming practices (e.g., greenhouses, indoor farming) contribute

to the idea that farming does not necessarily require being involved with a rural way of life.
(Yoon et al., 2021; Maria, 2021; Fairbairn and Guthman, 2020; Armanda et al., 2019; Benis and Ferrdo, 2018; Broad, 2020)

Online public engagement campaigns and the way new media are used for a specific target population (e.g.,
young females) can play a role in changing perceptions towards the farming profession.
(Polanin et al., 2018; Kawamorita et al., 2020; Baker et al., 2021; Newsome, 2021)

(1) The provided summary results include the best-matched reported findings in terms of our study question, and details for each key summa-
rized point are provided in the following section. The summarized points are bolded and italicized in the following manuscript for easy iden-
tification. (2) In this review study, “digital agriculture” refers to the digitalization of agricultural and food production systems, which includes
several farm-related tasks managed by digital tools for both on-farm and off-farm activities

@ Springer
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Qualitative synthesis-I

The reviewed studies that report on the impacts of new and
evolving forms of digital communication interactions on
the categories of “career initiation” and “career change” are
classified by the initiated actors’ structural forms (formal
vs. informal), and presented in this subsection as: (i) school-
based digital communication tools; (ii) community-based
digital communication tools; and (iii) informally organized
digital communication tools.

School-based digital communication tools

The school-based digital communication tools mainly used
by formal education institutions comprise diverse tools such
as Learning Management Systems (LMS) (e.g., free or paid
online education platforms such as Massive Open Online
Courses, MOOCS); Information and Communication Tech-
nologies (ICT) (e.g., internet-based applications like Zoom);
publishing and formal education sharing tools (e.g., eBooks,
podcasts); online collaborative systems (e.g., Google Docs);
social networking platforms (e.g., Academia.edu); interper-
sonal online communication tools (e.g., email); 3D Virtuals
(e.g., games, virtual labs); and online assessment systems
(e.g., computer note taking) (see Pinto and Leite 2020 for
areview).

The growth in the use of digital communication tools in
schools offers new opportunities to assist youth not only
in achieving instrumental goals (e.g., improving learning
performance) but also with career developmental goals
(e.g., promoting career aspirations). The reported impact of
school-based digital communications on instrumental goals
is well established in the education and social psychology
literature (Arulchelvan and Yunus 2020; Burnette et al.
2013; Denton-Calabrese et al. 2021; Akcaoglu and Green
2019). These studies provide insights on the positive effects
of school-based digital communications on the career ini-
tiations of rural youth via their empowerment and learning
skills, such as creating self-confidence, growth mindsets,
increasing community engagement, promoting career aspira-
tions; and improving cognitive skills (see Flynn et al. 2022
for a review on rural youth).

Furthermore, the impact of school-based digital commu-
nications on career developmental goals has mostly been
analyzed beyond a single profession perspective and with a
focus on broader disciplines. Both of the studies by Hango
et al. (2019) and Reid et al. (2016) report that school-based
digital communication teaching tools increase career ini-
tiation towards STEM careers (Science, Technology, Engi-
neering, and Mathematics) among rural youth. This is an
important finding in the evidence that rural youth resulting
low enrolments in STEM subjects relative to urban youth
(Wilson et al. 2013). From a gender perspective, a study

by Pinkard et al. (2017), shows that the use of digital com-
munication platforms increases young women's interests in
STEM career opportunities, a field typically characterized
by gender disparities.

Even though many studies provide insights on the effect
of school-based digital communications on initiation
towards STEM careers, there is still unclarity about how
digital communications influences initiation into a single
career, and particularly a farming career. A review of the
literature on online school-based agricultural educational
initiatives reveals two important explanations for this
uncertainty. The first is how the nature of online formal
agricultural education is not widespread. A study by Sla-
mova et al. (2021) on vocational education and training for
multifunctional agriculture highlights that Open Education
Repositories (OERs) based on online vocational education
and training are still not widespread, resulting in a limited
number of studies reporting on the impact of school-based
communication tools on the initiation of farming careers.

The second reason is the dissatisfaction with formal agri-
cultural education opportunities among youth that would
like to enter into alternative farming careers. Research by
Dolci and Perrin (2018) on neo-farmers (farmers migrating
from urban to rural regions with the aim of being involved
with agro-ecology) reports a high level of discontentment
towards formal agricultural training, and highlights an
increasing involvement with informal, online educational
resources for gaining new skills and knowledge on farming.
Even though new entrants are increasingly involved with
unaccredited and informal training programs, as reflected by
Accesstoland (2018), we still don't have sufficient findings
on the demographics of this group and their career progres-
sions into farming. As highlighted by Caskie (2018), the rea-
sons for farmer lack of engagement in formal education and
training are open to debate. The literature may benefit from
further studies to assess the perceived value from online
informal trainings among young farmers.

The recent literature provides insights into the link
between evolving forms of digital communication interac-
tions and career initiations towards farming via research by
Usman et al. (2021) on youths’ tendencies to choose farm-
ing as a profession, as well as studies on augmented reality
game-based applications (Acuiia et al. 2019) and multi-actor
collaborative e-learning platforms (Ionitescu et al. 2019;
Oliveira and Cardoso 2020; Paltaki and Michailidis 2020).

Usman et al. (2021) argue that shifting career interests
to under-represented professions like farming is difficult
at the schooling age because parents’ and teachers’ formal
career guidance has very little influence on adolescents’
career decisions. The authors report that around half of
the students in secondary schools have not decided on a
career path, and this “undecided” population can be only
influenced through carefully chosen new communication
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tools. The authors suggest the use of the internet and
social media among educational institutions to promote
farming-related careers, proposing that digital media use
is an efficient outlet due to the distal social environment’s
(e.g., media, personalities in sports, politics) significant
role on students’ career decision-making. Studies that
highlight the role of the distal social environment on
career decisions are further discussed in this paper within
the informally organized digital communication tools sec-
tion within the social cognitive career theory.

A study by lonitescu et al. (2019) on virtual and aug-
mented reality game-based applications for agricultural
education provides initial insights on a 3D virtual teach-
ing tool (Biz4Fun) developed for formal education. The
tool includes games, videos and presentations about suc-
cessful start-ups in agri-business and aims to be help-
ful for creating career inspiration for students in terms
of developing and growing their business ideas within
the farming profession. The authors contend that virtual
teaching tools that include innovative educational materi-
als and the custom designed social games makes agricul-
tural education for young people more attractive, assertive
and motivating.

In some cases, online formal and informal educa-
tion overlaps and multi-actor collaborative e-learning
platforms take shape; participating actors come from
many sectors including education, government, and
agri-business.

For example, a study by Acuifia et al. (2019) reports on
online master classes in horticultural business that include
the involvement of internationally recognized higher edu-
cation institutions and entrepreneurs in the horticulture
sector. The authors report that the majority of graduates
of the online master classes intend to put their business
plan into action, and the success of the online class relies
on factors such as quick interaction among participants,
international collaboration experience, short- and long-
term networking opportunities, and feedback on business
plans from industry and academic examiners.

Other exploratory case studies on digital e-learning
and information sharing platforms (under the scope of
EU-funded NEWFOOD and SPARKLE projects) describe
a single project and give insights into how interpersonal
digital communication tools could be used to create inter-
est in farming among both university students and inter-
ested stakeholders through innovative food product ideas
(Oliveira and Cardoso 2020) and providing knowledge on
sustainable precision agriculture practices (Paltaki and
Michailidis 2020). These case studies reveal that the effec-
tiveness of digital e-learning platforms for business idea
inspiration require not only ongoing trainings, but also
the initiation of long-term collaboration among platform
participants.
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Community-based digital communication tools

The community-based digital communication tools include
involvement of actors from formal institutions among gov-
ernment; civic society (government agencies, agricultural
extension networks, NGOs, farm & commodity organiza-
tions); research institutions; and private businesses, most
often taking the form of multi-actor collaborative platforms.

Different from school-based digital communication plat-
forms, community-based digital communication platforms
may differ with respect to target populations, structure, and
their overall goals. For example, community-based digital
communication goals may choose youth and adults to sup-
port their career construction paths both during and after
their schooling periods. In terms of career support, com-
munity-based digital communication platforms’ goals range
from preventing a school-leave, supporting a smooth school-
to-work transition, and facilitating a job search, job access
or career change (e.g., job-to-job transition).

Overall, findings show that the impact of community-
based digital communication tools on career initiation into
the farming sector have been studied more than school-based
and interpersonal digital communication tools.

In this review, community-based digital communication
tools are clustered along two lines of research. The first
line (detailed as Community-based digital communication
tools initiated by governmental actors) reports the impacts
of agricultural-related governmental community-initiated
platforms, which have mostly been studied in the context of
developing countries within the social science disciplines of
agriculture and rural development, youth studies, and infor-
mation and communication technology.

The second line (detailed as Community-based digital
communication tools initiated by digital entrepreneurship
ecosystems) summarizes the impact of the digital entrepre-
neurship ecosystem (e.g., e-commerce and crowdfunding
platforms) on career initiation and experiments with farming
as a profession. This has been studied by multiple disciplines
such as business, management and accounting, agribusiness
management, geography, planning and development.

Community-based digital communication tools initiated
by governmental actors

For this area of research, the literature to-date mostly focuses
on implemented interactive online community-based pro-
jects with a high degree of involvement from government
actors as initiators. This literature concentrates on the chal-
lenges in rural development, rural youth unemployment and
agri-entrepreneurship domains, reporting positive implica-
tions of these projects for inspiring farming careers.

A study by Kamarudin et al. (2020) reports on the poten-
tial of an online interactive collaboration platforms in
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rural regions between government agencies and business
groups in Malaysia and Indonesia, called as “creative vil-
lage” approach. The authors show examples of new entrance
populations moving into farming (e.g., organic production,
medicinal plants and food production) initiated by changing
consumer demands in urban regions.

Brand and Galdava (2019) present results for a “Digital
Development for Feed the Future” project, which was com-
prised of online interactive consultancy and successfully
implemented in Guatemala, Ghana, and Nepal. The authors
highlight the potential opportunities of digital tools to shift
perceptions towards farming, to teach agricultural skills, and
to share agricultural knowledge, such as sharing high-quality
videos on practical farm work.

Another two studies covering online consultancy initia-
tives reflect on the potential effects of digital communica-
tion platforms initiated by agricultural-related governmental
departments to attract unemployed youth into farming by
providing detailed local knowledge (e.g., administrative pro-
cedures for start-up ideas in agribusiness, existing consultan-
cies, courses, events in the farming profession).

Concreate examples are a web TV entitled “Agribusiness
TV” in Africa (Afere et al., 2019), and an online One-Stop
Information Portal for Agri-Entrepreneurship in Malaysia
(Sa’uadi and Rahman, 2019).

Community-based digital communication tools initiated
by digital entrepreneurship ecosystems

In the second line, we consider the definition of digital entre-
preneurship as “a subcategory of entrepreneurship in which
some or all of what would be physical in the traditional set-
tings has been digitized based on the use of digital media
and technologies” (Hull et al. 2007, p. 293).

Studies on this topic are not yet well established, how-
ever they include important future research questions on
the impact of digital entrepreneurship platforms on agri-
entrepreneurship initiatives. The main reviewed studies in
this area have focused on digital entrepreneurship ecosys-
tems and their roles for (i) increasing awareness of small
businesses in the farming sector and (ii) the creation of new
agri-entrepreneurship ideas by providing guidance and sup-
port to launch business plans.

Recent studies on the use of e-commerce and crowdfund-
ing provide initial insights on the indirect effects of aware-
ness and knowledge building through digital entrepreneur-
ship platforms on career experimentation in the agriculture
and farming sector. Both the findings by Su et al. (2021) and
Yan et al. (2018) display that knowledge on e-commerce
tools have an indirect effect on rural youths’ engagement
with farming (with new types of agricultural business enti-
ties) as a profession in rural China. Furthermore, two studies
have also investigated the use of crowdfunding platforms

for the agri-business sector. A study by Mardhiyyah et al.
(2020) deals with the attractive personal asset dimension of
crowdfunding platforms for new agri-business startups. The
authors report that the project period, risk and field are fac-
tors that influence people’s participation in agricultural busi-
ness investments through crowdfunding schemes in Indo-
nesia. An article by Filimonova et al. (2019) investigating
two popular Russian crowdfunding platforms reports how
crowdfunding platforms are alternative sources for financing
new ideas in the farming sector.

Taking a broader perspective, there are also studies
reporting empirical findings on the positive effects of hav-
ing access to digital infrastructure on farm entry decisions
for individuals with innovative farming ideas. An article by
Levoli et al. (2019) reports on three case study results in
Italy as proof of how the existence of a digital infrastruc-
ture attracts highly educated young agri-entrepreneurs and
promotes social innovation. Furthermore, the digital infra-
structure was found to be helpful for overcoming the disad-
vantages of remote rural regions that experience physical,
social and cultural isolation. For the case of China, Deng
et al. (2019) analyze the relationship between the use of digi-
tal communication tools (using a dummy variable of having
household internet or not) and land abandonment, finding
that internet use helps reduce farm households’ cropland
abandonment.

The studies by Sutherland (2020a), (2020b) and Cole
and Stewart (2017) are three of a few bodies of research
investigating popular online video games based on farm-
ing and farming settings (e.g., Farming Simulator, Stardew
Valley, and Hay Day) that are used for leisure and not in
professional contexts with a specific skill development pur-
pose. The authors highlight the power of video games in
producing particular forms of idyllic rural utopia and influ-
encing thoughts and feelings associated with farming, such
as the development of empathy regarding the exploitation
of real non-human animals (Cole and Stewart 2017), and
reinforcing ideas such as low input use for farming (Suther-
land 2020a). These types of studies would also benefit from
future empirical research into the ways in which these online
games impact career initiations in rural regions.

Lastly, the potential effects of formally initiated digital
communications tools (as detailed within the divisions of
school-based and community-based tools) on the career
initiation of youth finds its rationale from career theories.
Recent career development theories suggest a trend where
individuals advance in their career paths by following per-
sonal values, such as self-fulfillment in their career path,
rather than organizational values (Hall 1996). Today’s
careers are highly tied to multiple meaningful values (intrin-
sic), such as maintaining an authentic sense of self or search-
ing for a work-life balance (Mainiero and Sullivan 2006),
and show boundaryless and protean motivations that reflect
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the unplanned/unpredictable nature of careers (Modestino
et al. 2019).

This review holds that this shift in career construction
paths is supported by digital communication technologies.
Overall, the role of digital communication tools, notably
the use of the internet and mobile devices in formal educa-
tion, training and networking, is leading to changes in the
career initiations of youth. The use of online formal educa-
tion and networking platforms not only helps to improve
career-related skills, but it also brings about opportunities to
easily integrate knowledge from diverse sources, and reskill
them for new, or unplanned/ unpredictable career plans that
are in line with one’s career values.

Informally organized digital communication tools

In addition to formally initiated digital communication
tools, career inspiration may arise through informal online
social networking tools (e.g., blogs, personal social media
accounts, social networks through platforms like Facebook
or WhatsApp).

The role of informally organized digital communication
tools on career decisions is mainly supported by empirical
findings from the career development literature pointing to
significant positive roles of distal social environment (e.g.,
media) on career decision-making (Bright et al. 2005).

In the agri-business literature, the use of social media
seems to play an important role among actors in the farming
sector through the linking of people and ideas (see Bowen
and Morris 2019 for a review). Furthermore, online informal
networks (e.g., vegan organic networks) are most of the time
involved with information sharing initiatives via websites or
YouTube videos, with these information sources often being
cited as important resources for learning farming practices
online (Seymour and Utter 2021).

Nevertheless, with only a few studies, empirical studies
focused on how informally organized digital communica-
tion tools impact youth career development in farming are
still very limited. Moreover, rather than separating the two,
studies that have investigated the effects of digital commu-
nications on career choices often group informally organized
digital communication tools together with community-based
digital communication tools.

The article by Unay-Gailhard and Simdes (2022) pro-
vides some insights on the impact of digital communication
tools for choosing farming as a career. Based on narrative
interviews with young farmers in Greece and Portugal, the
authors report how several personal social media accounts
and blogs (e.g., a mushroom grower’s blog, a greenhouse
farmer’s personal social media accounts, an ecological farm-
ing Facebook group) were viewed as positive sources of
inspiration from others that directly or indirectly influenced
career orientation towards farming.
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Based on a descriptive-correlational analysis investigat-
ing group statements, Yaghoubi Farani et al. (2019) examine
how membership in informal groups for agri-entrepreneur-
ship knowledge exchange (via Viber and WhatsApp) effect
agricultural students agri-entrepreneurial thinking in Iran.
The authors report how these online groups had both posi-
tive direct and indirect effects, such as decisions on entrepre-
neurial actions and better entrepreneurial thoughts.

An ethnographic study by Jimenez (2017) on the effect
of mobile phone usage among Mexican migrant farm work-
ers in California explores mobile phone usage among the
migrants themselves, and provide interesting insights on
their non-migrant relatives' career decisions in the farming
sector in the US. They conclude that, as the evolution of
communication tools parallels the increasing migration from
home countries, opportunities to find better working condi-
tions are created, as well as decreased anxiety and unpredict-
ability surrounding job searches on farms.

Finally, the social cognitive career theory (Lent et al.
1994), which is used to understand the relationship between
social environments and career decision making, may be
informative in understanding the role of online informal
communication tools in providing information and inspi-
ration, as well as self-efficacy beliefs that influence career
choices. Social cognitive career theory proposes that social
models (e.g., observing “others” who show similarities with
one’s personal career values) reinforce messages to which
one is exposed, and may affect one’s self-efficacy beliefs in
certain careers (Lent et al. 2000).

Based on social cognitive career theory, this review
study assumes that youth are likely to become interested
in a farming career when they display strong self-efficacy
through both finding information from and being inspired
by “others” via online platforms. At that point, gaining the
necessary skills and gathering social environmental sup-
ports would be important for carrying their career interests
towards career involvement.

Qualitative synthesis-II

By reviewing the dynamics formed by digital communica-
tion interactions in the domain of career development in
farming, we identified three pathways. These pathways pro-
vide insights on the agricultural communication opportuni-
ties that can inspire youth to take up a career in farming.

Pathway 1: career initiation effects of online “movements”
involving farming

The social, environmental and food movements (e.g., fair
trade, local, organic, slow food, other gastronomic move-
ments) play a strong role in shaping the perceptions towards
our current agriculture and farming systems, in both positive
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and negative ways. Overall these “movements” mainly sup-
port the idea that industrial agriculture and food systems
require urgent policy actions addressing the high costs that
society pays for social, environmental, health, animal wel-
fare, and gastronomic challenges (Stevens et al. 2016).

Within the literature in recent years there are an increas-
ing number of studies providing insights on the impact of
“movement” engagement (although they haven’t analyzed
offline versus online movements) on the involvement with
alternative farming practices. Within the urban agriculture
literature, the socio-economic behavioral impacts of food
movements are reported to facilitate collaboration, innova-
tion and socio-economic organization, such as for commu-
nity-shared gardens, food-sharing and urban food systems
(Hearn et al. 2014). Seymour and Utter’s (2021) findings
displaying that, most of the time, vegan farmers identify a
personal or political commitment to the veganism move-
ment as a primary reason for their veganic approach to
farming. An article by Dolci and Perrin (2018) explores the
impact of the back-to-the-land movement on neo-farmers
and their strong emotional motivations that are reflected in
both their farming methods and their changing way of life
in rural regions. Stringer et al. (2020) also looks at farmers
involved with "movements" centered on farming practices
(e.g., slow food, gastronomic movements, artisanal farming)
and reports an increased market share of these types of farm-
ing in recent years. An article by Farrell et al. (2022) reflects
on the opportunity of the organic movement to encourage
the next generation of young farmers to commit to the fam-
ily farm and consider organic farming as a long-term career
goal.

Even though these studies provide insights on the inspira-
tional effects of being involved with “movements” on career
initiation, there are still many uncertainties about how online
“movements” potentially lead to farming careers. A review
of the literature on digital "movement" initiatives provides
a number of key findings, with three articles in particular
advancing our understanding of the impact of online food
movements, back-to-the-land movements (Bruce 2019;
Unay-Gailhard and Simdes 2022), and online agro-ecolog-
ical environmentalist groups (Drottberger et al. 2021) on
career initiation and change.

In the context of Europe, a study by Unay-Gailhard and
Simoes (2022) on two EU islands (Crete and the Azores)
reports that involvement with online food and back-to-the-
land movements creates awareness and sensitivity about cer-
tain topics, provides career inspirations and leads to involve-
ment with alternative or innovative farming practices (e.g.,
getting involved with growing microgreens after a long dis-
cussion with a blogger). The authors argue that digital com-
munication tools are helpful tools for linking youth career
choices with social and/or environmental ideologies to reach
career self-realization.

A study by Drottberger et al. (2021) explores the motiva-
tions and capacity building among young Swedish market
gardeners who are attracting attention through sustainable
lifestyle ideologies which are prompted by demand for
healthy and locally produced food. The authors find that
the values of the interviewed market gardeners are in-line
with the global agroecology movement being facilitated by
digital platforms.

A study by Bruce (2019) investigates the catalyzing role
of organic food movements on the involvement into farming
career in the US. Based on interviews with farm managers
involved with alternative farming from non-farming back-
grounds (referred to as “greenhorn farms” in their research),
the authors report how food movement networks are sup-
porting a new generation of farmers by providing new train-
ing opportunities and markets, as well as promoting alterna-
tive farmer role models in the new media.

Pathway 2: opportunities in digital agriculture to inspire
youth

The digital agriculture that’s a part of our lives is an outcome
of the fourth industrial revolution (e.g., the use of artifi-
cial intelligence, the “Internet of Things”, bioengineering
technologies) and is expressed using different terms in the
literature, such as “smart farming”, “precision farming”, and
“agriculture 4.0” (see Klerkx et al. 2019 for a review).

In this study, digital agriculture refers to the digitalization
of agricultural and food production systems, which includes
several farm-related tasks managed by digital tools for both
on-farm activities (e.g., online management programs,
drones, satellites to monitor farm activities, the use of new
technologies such as cellular agriculture to grow meat, dairy,
eggs, etc.) and off-farm activities (e.g., use digital tools for
data interpretations and to facilitate food value chains, etc.)
(Klerkx et al. 2019).

Efficient communications about career opportunities in
digital agriculture (e.g., through online agricultural, environ-
mental and science communications, and public engagement
campaigns) and its potential to result in career inspiration is
a topic of interest in recent conceptual studies. In the social
science literature, researchers have investigated the question
of to what degree technologization would make the farm-
ing profession attractive (Daum et al. 2022). However, this
topic has not been studied frequently enough to report on
with empirical findings from a career communications angle.

Our review study documents two main motivational fac-
tors that are linked to the characteristics of digital agricul-
ture practices and expected to make farming an attractive
career option among youth. First is technical innovation
and the high-tech collaboration capacity of digital agri-
culture. A conceptual study by Yoon et al. (2021) suggests
that advances in digital agriculture have a high potential to
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attract youth, particularly those demonstrating strong inter-
ests in the science and engineering study disciplines. Suc-
cessful online science communications campaigns for digital
farming practices contribute to breaking down the nega-
tive perceptions, such as that farming requires low-skilled
individuals and that it contains low levels of innovation
opportunities. The rise in skilled worker demand in digital
agriculture has been argued to show potential for involv-
ing white-collared farmers into the sector (Donnelly 2014),
and providing collaborations with IT experts, advisors and
agri-tech actors (Maria et al. 2021). Supporting these sug-
gestions, an opinion report by Fairbairn and Guthman (2020)
provides insights into how the ongoing COVID 19 pandemic
is attracting new investors into digital agriculture because of
food safety and security concerns.

Second is the geographical dimension of digital agricul-
ture. As pointed out by Armanda et al. (2019) and Benis and
Ferrdo (2018), innovative and commercial urban farming
practices (e.g., greenhouses, indoor farming) may let youth
pursue farming careers not solely in rural regions where they
may face land access problems. This geographic flexibil-
ity of innovative urban agriculture is reported to be seen
as attractive to youth who have the perception that a higher
quality of life only exists in careers outside the rural com-
munity. Furthermore, a study by Broad (2020) investigates
a US-based indoor urban farming company that specializes
in hydroponically grown herbs, and the effect of the com-
pany’s public engagement campaign and training initiatives
for youth (call as “Next-Gen Farmers” training program).
Accordingly, an article by Manning (2019) reports on the
inspiring impact of the “Next-Gen Farmers” training pro-
gram and its success for creating career initiation among
youth as founders of indoor urban farming companies.

Pathway 3: ways digital communications impact women's
career inspirations

Another specific aspect of the effects of digital communica-
tions in terms of entry into farming is that of gender dimen-
sions. Although there is a solid amount of background stud-
ies explaining the low involvement of females in the farming
profession because of societal, cultural norms and financial
and farm structural barriers (Shortall et al. 2020; Saugeres
2002; Ong and Lioa 2020; Pilgeram and Amos 2015), there
is a growing body of literature focused on the switching of
career identities from “farmer’s wife” to “farmer” among
the new generation (Ball 2020; Perez et al. 2020; Tsiaousi
and Partalidou 2020; Adro and Franco 2020; Unay-Gailhard
and Bojnec 2021).

Our review study applies insights from agri-entrepreneur-
ship, communication and rural sociology literature in order
to delineate the ways through which digital communication
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interventions in rural regions support the inclusion of young
females in farming careers.

Studies investigating the link between media and entre-
preneurship in rural regions are an important stream of
research (Gul and Demiryiirek, 2020; Kawamorita et al.
2020). Because of the influential power of media on the
behavior of rural society, it has the potential to create a
positive image and support rural women entrepreneurs by
providing information, improving skills (e.g., technical
adaptability, work-life balance, network building), and dis-
seminating success stories.

For example, following the information asymmetry
framework, a study by Kawamorita et al. (2020) investigates
the effect of new media (internet, mobile and social media)
on the involvement of rural women in farming professions
with a comparative perspective of Turkey and Japan. The
authors’ findings suggest that access to media helps indi-
viduals understand the current market needs, and provides
them with opportunities to respond to these needs with agri-
entrepreneurship thinking.

With a case study in the USA, Polanin et al. (2017) pro-
vide insights on the Annie’s Project, which is a non-gov-
ernmental organization that aims to empower women in the
farming profession by using e-learning tools (e.g., videos,
social media and a website). The authors results provide a
better understanding of the positive effect of digital com-
munication tools on the career initiatives of the various
profiles of females living on farms, and how it’s helpful to
create long-term on-farm business plans for both women
farmers as well as women with off-farm jobs who live on
farms, enabling them to change careers to farm businesses
as a full-time job.

With another case study in Australia, the study by Baker
et al. (2021) reflects on the effects of a public engagement
campaign (called the “Invisible Farmer Project”) that aims
to disseminate social media accounts of women farmers
documenting their daily work, abilities, and rural perspec-
tives. The authors explore how the project was powerful in
shaping the perceived farming identities among participating
female farmers, as well as engaged followers. The authors
discussion displays how the use of social media may influ-
ence the career inspirations of future generations, seeing it as
one of the important tools that may bring change to the mas-
culine farming sector, which is characterized by invisibility,
marginalization, and discrimination of female involvement.

This conclusion is also echoed by a study by Newsome
(2021) looking into female farmers’ involvement with sus-
tainable agricultural practices in Australia and confirming a
positive effect of social media on career initiations. Among
the narrative interviews, several participants highlighted
how social media enables them to imagine alternative worlds
and career opportunities in sustainable farming and helps
them to perceive farming as a long-term career option due
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to financial (e.g., customer access) and social (e.g., building
trust with sharing posts on daily work in farms) opportuni-
ties facilitated by digital communication tools.

Discussion and directions for future research

Can the power of digital communications create opportuni-
ties for the challenge of how farming is viewed as a career
option and to what extent would this be helpful for overcom-
ing the problem of the generational renewal of farms? This
interdisciplinary review study explores the evolving digital
communications initiatives and their reported impact on
career initiation towards farming from a global perspective.

Overall, this study explores the increasing interests in the
relationship between digital communications and the image
challenges faced by a rural way of life, although this field
would benefit from a narrowed down focus on the negative
perception towards the farming career among both urban and
rural youth. This review study concludes with three main
points to give directions for future research.

First, in terms of the number of studies, there is signifi-
cant unequal distribution in the amount of research report-
ing on the impact of digital communications on career ini-
tiation relative to career progress in farming. The number
of researched data for this review shows that the number
of studies that make insights available on the relationship
between digital communications and career initiation is quite
low in comparison to those reporting on the relationship
between digital communications and career progress. This
finding shows that the mainstream literature on the digi-
talization aspects of agriculture primarily aim to support a
continuity of careers for those who’ve already entered into
farming, but pay little attention to the potential of digital
communication initiatives to attract new entrance farmers,
particularly among younger generations.

This scientific interest in the potential of digital transfor-
mation for career progress can partly be explained by how
digital agriculture is understood in policy discourses to show
a prioritization of maximizing food output (Lajoie-O'Malley
et al., 2020) and the application of digital agricultural tech-
nologies within the agri-food system that’s mainly based
on productivity (Prause et al. 2020). As concluded by the
review study of Hackfort (2020), a productivist strategy is
the current model in the ongoing digital transformation in
the agri-food sector.

Second, our review suggests that the messages of new
media and reported scientific results differ when it comes to
how newcomers to farming are portrayed. Within the new
media we observe a public image of new farmers that is dif-
ferent from previous generations. For example, both in the
USA and in the EU, the media often depicts new farmers
as young, including a good share of women; coming from

urban regions with diverse socio-economic backgrounds;
highly educated (with education in something other than
agriculture a lot of the times); having no previous farming
experiences, and often being career changers (see Dewey
2017; Raftery 2011; Roman-Alcala 2013 for the USA, and
Agroop 2018; Accesstoland 2018; Lenzi 2021 for the EU).

This new public image of entry into the farming profes-
sion provides insights about rising interests. However, in
terms of age, there are still individuals who get involved with
farming careers later in life or avoid being involved with full-
time farming early in their careers. The career opportunity
identification capacity of individuals is very low, particularly
during the school-to-work transition period (Pindado et al.
2018). In the EU, individuals who are 40 years and older
consider farming as a second career option (Pindado et al.
2018), and in the USA, more than one third of first-gener-
ation farmers are over 55 years old (Ahearn and Newton
2009; Bruce 2019).

Our review study captured the newcomers (those show-
ing different backgrounds from previous generations) mostly
within the “career change” category. Entry into farming
careers was observed to have occurred from different occu-
pations and those not necessarily related to the agriculture
and food sector, such as chef, computer programmer, and
international aid worker (Drottberger et al. 2021; Bruce
2019), with university-level education in disciplines other
than agriculture, such as economics, mechanical engineer-
ing, forest engineering, tourism, sociology, geography, elec-
tronics, and informatics (Unay-Gailhard and Simdes 2022).
There are also studies confirming the new media definition
of new entrants into farming with immigration to rural
regions from urban regions (Dolci and Perrin 2018; Gua-
rin et al. 2020; Unay-Gailhard and Simdes 2022). However,
the literature still lacks systematic studies that contribute
insights on the demographic profiles of these newcomers,
particularly for those in the younger age categories who are
passionate about farming despite the negative images of this
profession in the society.

Third, theoretical discussions, particularly elements of
“change”, “chance”, and “constructiveness” highlighted in
the recent career theories are important for understanding
today’s youths’ career construction paths. However, regard-
ing the theoretical backgrounds of reviewed studies, those
exploring the changing nature of farm entry are less com-
monly based on theories to conceptualize this phenomenon.

As discussed by recent studies, theoretical models that
are used in the previous agrarian studies to explain the farm
entry decisions no longer identify the strategies currently
utilized by today’s youth for career construction into farm-
ing (Bruce 2019; Unay-Gailhard and Simdes 2022). Recent
farm entry studies provide empirical findings on the chang-
ing nature of farm involvement as a career option that’s
different from traditional farm succession within different

@ Springer



1504

i. Unay-Gailhard, M. A. Brennen

pathways (Bruce 2019; Goéngora et al. 2019; Stringer et al.
2020; Guarin et al. 2020). Therefore, using lenses of recent
career theories is considered beneficial for explaining the
changing nature of farm entry, and the role played by digi-
tal communications in the career construction paths among
youth.

For example, considering the element of “change” (the
adaptive nature of career development that includes the con-
tinuity of making meaning out of new career choices), our
review provides two supportive explanations: the potential
of digital communication tools to reskill individuals for new
career choices and to enable them to create a professional
identity for experimentation and for stability in this new
career situation (e.g., farmers who’ve migrated from urban
to rural regions and are involved with informal, alternative
educational resources for gaining new skills).

Regarding the element of “chance” (having a career
impacted by unintended situations driven by unpredictable
events), the supportive role of digital communications, such
as low cost and flexibility in terms of scheduling online edu-
cational resources and the potential to network quickly with
individuals from similar or different backgrounds provides
opportunities for new careers. These supportive factors gain
importance when an individual is faced with chance events,
such as unexpected financial crises, or personal events such
as an unexpected job loss (e.g., involvement with innova-
tive farming practices as a farm successor due to economic
crises that influence the job opportunities in the urban labor
market).

Finally, for the element of “constructiveness” (the quality
of individuals to build meaning from life experiences, which
is helpful for navigating both planned or unplanned careers),
a powerful role of digital communications is observed
through its visual (e.g., create role models) and emotional
(e.g., emotional attachment to a certain way of life) abil-
ity to provide not only skills but also beliefs, interests, and
knowledge on new topics (e.g., individuals who end up in
a farming career by finding personal accomplishment and
self-fulfillment in the agro-ecological movement).

Conclusion

This paper contributes to two main challenges within the
contemporary socio-economic research field: (i) the global
difficulty of attracting youth into the under-represented pro-
fession of farming, and (ii) the growing pressure on insti-
tutions to respond to the demand for efficient youth- and
career-focused communications in the digital age. These
two challenges are particularly relevant for an interdisci-
plinary review study on the “impact of digital communica-
tions on initiating farming careers”, as this intersects several
social science disciplines, namely: economics (e.g., agrarian
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literature, agri-entrepreneurship studies), politics (e.g., youth
policies, generational renewal policies), psychology (e.g.,
vocational education, career development studies), geog-
raphy (e.g., land abandonment), and sociology (e.g., rural
sociology, digital sociology).

This study findings give that online career communica-
tions for farming receives insufficient attention, and could
be better integrated into agricultural communications strat-
egies (through online agricultural, environmental and sci-
ence communications, and public engagement campaigns)
by using the potential of digital communications. Our find-
ings have practical applications for agricultural extension
and rural communications specialists, as well as education
institutions.

There are three online career communication strategies
that could serve as pathways and contribute to breaking
down the negative perceptions of the farming profession and
create career initiation in farming. Firstly, taking the chang-
ing nature of career construction among youth in late mod-
ern societies, such as the trend towards sustainable farming
linked to self-fulfillment, into consideration is important.
Farm entry studies have documented findings on the strong
emotional motivations of today’s youth that’s reflected in
both their way of life and their involvement with attractive
farming practices. For agricultural extension and rural com-
munications specialists, career communications about the
farming profession will need to encompass the motivational
factors of boundaryless, protean, and intrinsic engagement
in the careers of today’s youth and how their career initia-
tions are formed in response to these motivations.

Secondly, highlighting new opportunities in the farming
profession, like geographical flexibility (e.g., high-tech col-
laboration for farming practices in the scope of urban agri-
culture) or the innovation capacity of farming (e.g., alterna-
tive farming practices in the context of digital agriculture)
for example, is important for increasing the awareness of the
new image of the farming profession. For educational insti-
tutions, providing successful examples of “others” may help
prepare students and provide them with more self-efficacy
beliefs in farming careers.

Finally, as discussed by Lie and Servaes (2015), dif-
ferent from environmental communications, agricultural
communications is often not concerned with specific target
group communications activities. However, as argued by this
review study, agricultural communications campaigns across
digital platforms for targeted groups such as young females,
or young people who are not in education, employment, or
training (NEET) can play a role in changing the negative
perceptions of a rural way of life and can help them to per-
ceive farming as a long-term career option.
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