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Internal Branding of an AECL Department: 
Exploring Student Insights Regarding the Undergraduate Majors of Their Department 

 
 

Abstract 
 
First-year college students are entering higher education with less agricultural knowledge 
overall, leading to misperceptions about potential career paths associated with their chosen 
degree programs. Researchers in Oklahoma State University's Agricultural Education, 
Communications and Leadership (AECL) Department's pilot undergraduate research course 
desired to explore students' perceptions of the department's majors and internal brand. A 
quantitative, exploratory survey was completed by 207 students. Students felt most 
knowledgeable about their chosen major, were satisfied with their major choice, and anticipated 
obtaining a job upon graduation based on their major. When social pressures and career 
readiness perceptions of the majors were analyzed according to major program, most students 
showed a preference for their own major among the indicators. However, results varied on the 
students' perceptions of other majors within the department. Agricultural communications was 
perceived the most positively by all AECL majors. Agricultural leadership was considered to be 
the most inclusive. Agricultural education was perceived to be the most important major 
program to the agricultural industry. It is recommended the AECL Department implement a 
multidisciplinary freshman orientation program, conduct a communications and branding 
assessment for recruitment and retention, and explore qualitatively the meaning of student 
perceptions of majors. 

 
Introduction 

 
Changing demographics among colleges of agriculture nationwide call for diverse degree 

options available to students (Foreman et al., 2018). First-year college students are also entering 
higher education with less agricultural knowledge overall (Colbath & Morrish, 2010), leading to 
misperceptions about potential career paths associated with their chosen degree programs. The 
attributes of academic programs are communicated by faculty and staff (Erdoğmuş & Ergun, 
2016). Studies show factors such as potential financial earnings and social standing influence 
students' perceptions of majors rather than the content and focus of the discipline itself (Fosnacht 
& Calderone, 2017). Simultaneously, the average job tenure across the U.S. is less than five 
years (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2020). Perhaps the misconceptions regarding agriculture and 
its related majors, combined with the influential factors on major choice, have created a 
disconnect between major choice satisfaction and job tenure lengths for college of agriculture 
graduates (Scofield, 1994). 

 
Agricultural education departments serve an essential role in preparing a skilled and 

proficient workforce (McKim et al., 2017). Moreover, it is important agricultural education 
departments, or programs encompass a variety of agricultural social sciences (Barrick, 1989). To 
achieve these goals, the Agricultural Education, Communications and Leadership (AECL) 
Department at Oklahoma State University (OSU) must understand the perceptions of its 



3  

undergraduate students toward the departmental majors. This understanding could offer insights 
about the internal brand and culture of the department as a whole. 

 
Researchers in the AECL Department's pilot undergraduate research course desired to 

explore students' perceptions of the department's majors and internal brand. These students felt a 
disconnect between the three programs. The interdisciplinary research team developed this study 
to examine organizational silos within the department. The internal brand of the AECL 
Department was explored by surveying other undergraduate students. 

 
Literature Review 

 
As the interest in student retention has increased, research regarding student major 

satisfaction and undergraduate students' perceptions has also increased. Student major 
satisfaction, which is influenced by internal branding, is a crucial component to a student's 
academic success (Milsom & Coughlin, 2017). Moreover, major satisfaction is one of the largest 
factors impacting undergraduate student retention (Graunke &Woosley, 2005). Numerous 
studies have found students are influenced to choose majors with high job availability and high 
financial return (often referred to as career readiness indicators) after graduation (Del Rossi & 
Hersch, 2008; Baker et al., 2013). Moreover, recruitment materials for academic majors that 
demonstrate high job stability are most appealing to prospective students (Baker et al., 2011). 

 
Other fields have studied the challenges that face departments when several majors are 

housed in one department. For example, bioinformatics majors face considerable challenges 
when integrating their major program into life sciences departments. Institutional support issues 
have been reported as a plausible cause for this department divide (Bianchi et al., 2019). 
Institutional support issues are described as a lack of internal faculty support for a given major 
program (Bianchi et al., 2019). If a disconnect arises within a group, an organizational silo can 
form, impairing a department's overall functionality (Evans, 2012). Evans (2012) described the 
reality of organizational silos by stating: 

Silos segregate one type of grain from another and the segregated parts within an 
organization. In a business suffering from silo syndrome, each department or function 
interacts primarily within that silo rather than with other groups across the organization. 
(p. 176) 

 
External branding efforts can bring awareness to available major programs; however, a 

student's autonomy and connection to an academic department can be more meaningful (Joseph 
et al., 2012). Research indicates a student's major choice can be impacted by the academic 
environment's friendliness and atmosphere (Stair et al., 2016). Additionally, faculty can either 
perpetuate or address misconceptions related to college majors and can even influence a student's 
major choice (Alam et al., 2019; Hertel & Dings, 2014). Research concerning student 
perceptions is commonly reported; however, there is a lack of research focused on undergraduate 
students' perceptions of other major programs within an academic department. Staff and faculty 
opinions may contribute to students' perceptions of not only their major but other programs as 
well (Hertel & Dings, 2014). Within academic departments, these interpersonal relationships 
between students and faculty can be challenging to cultivate. This can be influenced by 
departmental siloing, or the act of not crossing disciplines when conducting research, classwork, 
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or other forms of learning (Guth, 2017). Therefore, by exploring an academic department's brand 
value, one could better identify student perceptions and instill a proactive approach to prevent 
organizational siloing and promote learning (Friedman & Kass-Shraibman, 2017). 

 
Theoretical Framework 

 
Branding is not only a theory, but a practice that attempts to distinguish a product, 

corporation, or organization from others (Franzen & Moriarty, 2009). A brand is not a logo or 
tagline. A brand is created through a system of exchanges between brand managers and 
consumers, known as the receiver of branding messages. In this study, the brand manager is 
operationalized as the department as a whole, and students would be considered to be the brand 
consumers. It is impossible to understand a brand as independent from the environment in which 
it exists (Franzen & Moriarty, 2009). Moreover, a brand exists for an organization regardless of 
the intentional creation of the organization. Though abstract, a strong brand is invaluable in 
today's marketplace (Swaminathan et al., 2020). 

 
A critical aspect of branding efforts is creating a strong internal brand (Punjaisri & 

Wilson, 2011; Sartain & Schumann, 2006). An internal brand is displayed through the way the 
internal stakeholders display the brand to external audiences. Internal brands are particularly 
important for service-based organizations that depend on interactions between people to thrive 
(Schmidt & Baugmgarth, 2018). Internal branding can be promoted through relationships and 
peer-to-peer interactions. Studies have shown that teaching staff and attitude towards the 
university are major factors in student success and satisfaction within their major (Erdoğmuş & 
Ergun, 2016). 

 
The framework for this study integrated internal branding and student perceptions. It was 

adapted from Punjaisri and Wilson's 2011 work that described internal branding communication, 
including brand identification, brand commitment, and brand loyalty. The level at which these 
three components operate is known as an organization's brand performance (Punjaisri & Wilson, 
2011). When consumers and stakeholders identify with the brand, they consider themselves part 
of the brand itself (Punjaisri & Wilson, 2011). Brand commitment is the psychological 
connection between a brand or service and the stakeholder (Punjaisri & Wilson, 2011). Brand 
loyalty is the continued service and investment in a certain product or organization (Punjaisri & 
Wilson, 2011). 

 
Recently, higher education branding has become a more researched phenomena 

(Chapleo, 2011; Dholakia, 2017). Universities, like corporate entities, work to distinguish 
themselves from the competition. However, universities are more complex than corporations, 
and therefore, so is their Branding (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). A strong university brand helps 
students navigate the decision of picking the university that is right for them by displaying the 
differences between schools and displaying the unique attributes of a university (Chen & Chen, 
2014). Researchers agree that students' educational experience is of the utmost importance in an 
overall university brand (Ng & Forbes, 2009; Pinar et al., 2014). Many factors, including 
departmental structure, faculty, staff, and peers, can be affected by a student's educational 
experience and university brand. 
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The general atmosphere of the university also affects brand loyalty (Erdoğmuş & Ergun, 
2016). A study has shown students value a sense of community not only within their department 
but also in their university as a whole (Erdoğmuş & Ergun, 2016). The same study also showed 
that fellow students' opinions did not impact their educational choices. However, it is important 
for current and incoming students to have a positive relationship with program alumni, as their 
opinions and experiences are influential when students make educational decisions (Erdoğmuş & 
Ergun, 2016). 

 
When studying students' perceptions of brand equity (i.e., the value of a brand), 

researchers found the most important factors are the perceived quality of faculty, university 
reputation, brand loyalty, academic offerings, prestige, career readiness, and emotional 
environment. These factors are intertwined and ultimately build university brand awareness 
(Alam et al., 2019; Pinar et al., 2014). Similar to the emotional environment finding of Pinar et 
al. (2014), Eldegwy et al. (2018) found students who were satisfied with the social aspects of the 
university were more likely to recognize, recommend, and pay for the university brand. 
Perceived quality of education, the institution's social image, and job market success were 
important factors for university selection among students in the U.S. (Mourad et al., 2020). 
Studies have shown that faculty bring their brand to their classrooms. However, internal 
branding is related to the orientation of faculty behavior, which ultimately results in the student's 
experience (Sujchaphon et al., 2015). Thus, for universities to deliver on their brand promise, it 
is important for faculty to properly communicate that brand (Sujchaphon et al., 2015). 

 
University branding is a priority for undergraduate recruitment. The end goal for 

university first-year student success should be a long-term student retention rate (Cox & Naylor, 
2018). A student's feeling of self-efficacy influences retention. A sense of belonging can be 
heightened with involvement in an orientation program (Huddleston, 2000). Orientations are 
commonly used to communicate the culture and brand of an organization. Therefore, 
multidisciplinary classrooms with small and large group activities can serve as an innovative 
model to encourage peer-to-peer discussions and diversity of education (Stebleton et al., 2010). 
A collaborative, multidisciplinary approach to recruitment can serve as a vehicle for brand 
identification and brand loyalty. 

 
Departmental Background 

 
The OSU agricultural education program (EDUC) was established in the early 1920s 

(Oklahoma State University, personal communication, 2014). The department expanded to add 
an agricultural communications program (COMM) was added shortly after. As interest in the 
department continued to grow, the agricultural leadership program (LEAD) was approved in 
2005 (Oklahoma State University, personal communication, 2005). 

 
OSU has an undergraduate student retention rate of 83.2% (Oklahoma State University, 

2014). The department has incorporated multiple strategies to retain students: one-on-one 
academic advising with faculty, developing major career paths, and academic support. These 
types of strategies increase the strength of the department's internal brand. A strong internal 
brand can help to retain and attract students (Devasagayam et al. 2010). The strength of an 
internal brand is demonstrated through student or employee behaviors and their relation to 
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organizational values (Simi & Sudhahar, 2019). A strong internal brand can result in increased 
student involvement in department clubs, professional organizations, and extracurricular 
activities. Organizations that are collaborative and demonstrate a unified internal brand are more 
appealing (Alshathry et al., 2017). 

 
For the purpose of this study, the university brand is described as how external 

stakeholders view the organization, which includes students, parents, and mentors. Internal 
branding consists of the internal stakeholders, faculty, and staff, who have an inside viewpoint of 
the brand. We are going to frame this study to explore internal departmental branding, which we 
have operationalized to mean undergraduate students in the AECL Department at OSU and their 
perceptions of the department brand. 

 
Research Purpose and Objectives 

 
The purpose of this study was to describe the undergraduate AECL Department students' 

perceptions of the AECL Department undergraduate majors at OSU. Three research questions 
guided this study: 

 
1. What perceptions do AECL Department students have about their majors? 
2. What perceptions do AECL Department students have about other majors in the 

department? 
 

Methods 
 

This study was conducted as a quantitative, exploratory survey using a 10-item 
researcher-developed questionnaire. The study was conducted at OSU among a convenience 
sample of undergraduate students in the AECL Department. Of the 389 enrolled undergraduate 
students in the department at the time, 208 completed the questionnaire, but one incomplete 
questionnaire was removed from the study. The final response rate was 53.2% (N = 207). AECL 
undergraduate students identified their major as agricultural education (EDUC; n = 66, 31.9%), 
agricultural communications (COMM; n = 98, 47.4%) and agricultural leadership (LEAD; n = 
35, 16.9%). Eight students identified as one of several double-major options in the department; it 
is noted that these students were included in analysis of demographic data to describe 
participants to determine a representative sample, but not included in further analysis based on 
the research questions and low response rates per double-major option. 

 
Demographic data were collected from the study's participants (N = 207). Participants 

were classified academically as freshmen (n = 7, 3.4%), sophomores (n = 43, 20.8%), juniors (n 
= 74, 35.7%), and seniors (n = 82, 39.6%). Participants included 161 (77.8%) self-identified 
females and 46 (22.2%) self-identified males. Of this population, about 62% (n = 129) entered 
OSU as first-semester freshman, about 37% (n= 77) were transfer students, and less than one 
percent (n = 1) entered as an exchange student. More than three-quarters (n = 163, 78.7%) 
reported their hometown as a rural, agriculturally based community. Thirty-eight participants 
(18.4%) reported their hometown as urban/suburban. The distribution of participants across the 
undergraduate majors in the AECL Department was deemed to be representative of the overall 
population. 
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The questionnaire consisted of 10 items based on the literature review related to student 
major choice, career readiness indicators, and internal branding. The first item analyzed for this 
study explored the influence of social pressures (e.g., other people's opinions, family pressure, 
prestige, and career readiness indicators) to AECL Department students' choice of major. The 
remaining nine questions gathered demographic data. 

 
To establish reliability, the questionnaire was piloted among a 15-person AECL 

Department graduate research methods course. The instrument demonstrated acceptable test- 
retest reliability with Phi correlation coefficients ranging between .51 and .90. Minor edits were 
made to items with poor reliability and an advisory group of three AECL Department faculty 
representing the three undergraduate majors to ensure the face and content validity of the final 
questionnaire. The finalized questionnaire was distributed during a one-week period of the fall 
semester among 20 departmental courses. Data were analyzed using SPSS© Version 23. 
Descriptive statistics, including frequencies, percentages, means, and standard deviations were 
calculated to answer the research questions. 

 
Results 

 
Research Question 1: What perceptions do AECL Department students have about their 
majors? 

 
Analysis of the items related to the perceptions undergraduate AECL Department 

students had about their major program demonstrated students were most knowledgeable about 
their chosen major. As shown in Table 1, most EDUC and COMM students believed they 
understood their major, while fewer LEAD students felt the same. More than 70% of students in 
all three majors appeared to be satisfied with their major. 

 
Table 1 

 
AECL Department Students' Perceptions of their Major (n = 199)  

 

 EDUC 
n = 66 

  COMM 
n = 98 

  LEAD 
n = 35 

 

Items %  f %  f %  f 

Understanding 
of my major 

92.4  61 81.6  80 60.0  21 

Satisfaction 
with my major 

92.4  61 78.6  77 82.9  29 

Ability to find 
a job after 
graduation 

92.4  61 75.5  74 71.4  25 
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Research Question 2: What perceptions do AECL Department students have about other 
majors in the department? 

 
To address the second research question, students were given a set of career readiness 

indicators and asked to choose the major they believed provided the best opportunity for each 
indicator. The six indicators and student responses aggregated by major and total responses are 
provided in Figure 1. 

 
Figure 1 

 
AECL Department Students' Perceptions of Career Readiness Among the Three Majors in the 
AECL Department (N = 199) 

 
 

When looking at the perceptions of EDUC students (n = 66) across the six indicators of 
career readiness, EDUC students preferred their major among three out of six indicators. EDUC 
students considered the EDUC major to be the most inclusive (n = 31, 47%) and provided the 
most job opportunities (n = 42, 63.6%). Of the remaining three indicators, EDUC students 
believed the COMM major had more high-quality careers (n = 35, 53%), the highest potential 
income earning opportunity (n = 38, 57.6%), and was the most progressive and forward thinking 
(n = 23, 34.8%). 

 
COMM students (n = 98) preferred their major among five of the six indicators. COMM 

students believed the COMM major to be the most inclusive (n = 56, 57.1%), provided more job 
opportunities (n = 66, 67.3%;), a higher-quality career (n = 87, 88.8%;), and had the highest 
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potential income-earning opportunity (n = 70, 71.4%). COMM students believed the EDUC 
major was the most important to the agricultural industry (n = 65, 66.3%). 

 
LEAD students (n = 35) preferred their major among three of the six indicators. LEAD 

students believed the LEAD major provided more job opportunities (n = 18, 51.4%), was the 
most inclusive (n = 28, 80%), and was the most progressive and forward-thinking (n= 24, 
68.6%). Of the remaining three indicators, LEAD students perceived the COMM major as 
providing more high-quality careers (n =18, 51.4%) and the major with the highest potential 
income-earning opportunity (n = 15, 42.9%). LEAD students believed the EDUC major was the 
most important to the agricultural industry (n = 23, 65.7%). 

 
When looking at the overall data, a consensus was shown by students from the three 

majors among three of the career readiness indicators. When data were aggregated, students 
believed the EDUC major was the most important to the agricultural industry (n = 147, 73.8%). 
The LEAD major was believed by more than one-third of the students to be the most inclusive 
program (n = 72, 36.2%). The COMM major was believed to provide more job opportunities (n 
= 98, 49.2%), more high-quality careers (n = 140, 70.4%), the highest potential income earning 
opportunity (n = 123, 61.8%), and to be the most progressive and forward thinking (n = 94, 
47.2%). 

 
Conclusions and Implications 

 
Participants in the study were more likely to report their background as rural and 

agriculturally based than urban, which is representative of college of agriculture demographics at 
other institutions (Foreman, et al., 2018). More than three-quarters of students' hometowns were 
a rural, ag-based community. Therefore, it could be concluded the prevalence of rural students 
might impact the internal branding of the AECL Department, as there may be a significant 
difference in major choice and perceptions between students with rural/ag-based backgrounds 
and urban/suburban students. Participants in this study were also primarily female, similar to the 
student population's overall demographics within the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences at 
Iowa State University (Foreman, et al., 2018). The ratio of enrollment for male and female 
participants in our study was also consistent with the changing demographics of other colleges of 
agriculture in the United States (Foreman, et al., 2018). Perhaps the department's recruitment 
efforts are over-investing in rural, ag based communities. The AECL Department’s internal 
brand influences undergraduate students and their perceptions of majors within the department. 
To increase collaboration, a multidisciplinary orientation course can enhance peer-to-peer 
discussions and diversity of education (Stebleton et al., 2010). 

 
Research Question 1: What perceptions do AECL Department students have about their 
majors? 

 
Findings indicated most AECL Department students felt they were knowledgeable, 

satisfied, and able to obtain a job after graduation with their major program. These positive 
preferences correlate to strong major satisfaction and internal branding buy-in. It seems natural 
for students to be most knowledgeable about their own majors. Strong major satisfaction is 
related to higher GPA levels, and it should be noted that students interested in multiple major 
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programs do not necessarily improve their academic standing (Milsom & Coughlin, 2017). A 
student's sense of belonging can be most influenced by interaction with faculty and staff 
members (Alam et al., 2019). Similarly, faculty members can contribute to student perceptions of 
other majors in an academic department (Hertel & Dings, 2014). Our college requires faculty 
academic advising, and most departmental faculty have a majority teaching appointment. 
Participants in our study have the most exposure to their major program's peers and faculty, 
which may have also impacted their perceptions of the department's internal brand. 

 
Research Question 2: What perceptions do AECL Department students have about other 
majors in the department? 

 
Overall, COMM was perceived the most positively by all AECL Department majors. 

COMM was consistently identified as a major with career opportunities and benefits for 
graduates. EDUC was portrayed as the most important major to the agricultural industry. LEAD 
was considered to be the most inclusive. It is worth noting the COMM major was the most 
represented in our sample for this study. When perceptions of the majors were analyzed by their 
major program, most students showed a preference for their own major among the indicators. 
However, results varied on the students' perceptions of other majors within the department. As a 
result, COMM student responses may have skewed the distribution of aggregated data for most 
items. This insight draws attention to the fact that LEAD was considered to be the most inclusive 
major despite students in each major perceiving their own major to be the most inclusive. 
Perhaps there were more defectors, or less consensus, within the majors for that particular item. 
Our findings could translate to a possible organizational silo within the AECL Department based 
on students' tendency to prefer their own major among the items. Students enrolled in majors 
without multidisciplinary crossover may be in a less functional learning environment operating 
as an organizational silo (Friedman & Kass-Shraibman, 2017). 

 
Recommendations 

 
The findings demonstrate theoretical implications for student major selection. Based on the 

congruency between the findings in this study and the literature review, these are the following 
recommendations for the AECL Department: (a) implementation of a multidisciplinary freshman 
orientation program; (b) a recruitment assessment for retention; and (c) a qualitative study 
examining the meaning of student perceptions of majors. 

 
A multidisciplinary freshman orientation course should be implemented to increase 

collaboration within the AECL Department and reduce a perceived organizational silo. This 
course would be a collaboration between faculty and graduate students in the department. At 
OSU, other programs have implemented orientation courses including animal science, 
agricultural economics, and a basic orientation course for all freshmen enrolled in the college of 
agriculture. Other disciplines have successfully implemented multidisciplinary courses, which 
increased the confidence level of major choice among their undergraduate students (Copp et al., 
2012). 

 
A multifaceted communications approach focused on the department's internal brand is 

needed for the success of both student recruitment and student retention rates. The internal 
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branding of a department is most effective when all programs work cohesively (Alshathry, 
2017). The buy-in for internal branding among potential and current students positively 
correlates to personal meetings (Devasagayam, 2010). High-achieving students are not 
influenced by campus visits alone; therefore, we suggest that faculty continue to hold personal 
meetings face-to-face with prospective students and academic advising meetings with current 
students. Additionally, departmental branding and communications should be evaluated for 
cohesiveness and inclusive representation of each major program across recruitment materials 
and publications. 

 
To improve organizational siloing within the department, the lack of understanding 

between the three major programs needs to be addressed. Perhaps a disconnect in the internal 
branding of the department has created misconceptions between students. A more collaborative 
departmental environment could increase student buy-in and academic success (Schreiner, 2009). 
As student buy-in rises, the department will have less student turnover and major changes. 
Perhaps a qualitative study could explain the meanings of AECL Department student perceptions 
toward other majors in the department. An additional exploratory study would be beneficial to 
interview students and gauge from their responses how they perceive the internal Branding of the 
AECL Department. These conclusions could be used to further strengthen the internal brand of 
the AECL Department and improve both faculty and student brand loyalty. 

 
Future research should also be conducted on the number of AECL Department students 

who work in the agricultural industry after graduation. This study was focused more on the 
quantity of student responses, whereas future studies could look to see if different perceptions of 
majors exist based on a variety of student demographic variables. 

 
Our research had several limitations, one being that career readiness and programmatic 

statements were based on our (the research team's) perceptions of the department majors. The 
internal brand of a department may not be viewed the same by each of its constituents. Another 
limitation of this study was the inability to generalize and apply the results to other departments 
and institutions. It would be beneficial to replicate this study within the social sciences 
departments of other colleges of agriculture. The instrument needs to be validated among 
multiple settings with the target population for continued research use. 

 
Although our research focused on students within the AECL Department at OSU, this 

study may serve as a guide to gain a better understanding of the agricultural education discipline 
as a whole. More research needs to be conducted on student major choice and satisfaction in the 
social science field of agriculture. Future studies should include students who change their major 
and leave the department. It is evident AECL Department students communicate and perceive 
majors, and levels of career readiness within those majors, differently; this can be a limitation for 
students if they have misconceptions about the career readiness and opportunities of a major. 
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