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Agricultural Workforce Compensation Trends in Ohio
and its Peer States

INTRODUCTION
Even with all the technological advancements of the 21 century, the agricultural industry still faces a large need for labor
and is unlikely to survive without a responsive workforce. For agricultural employers, it is tough to balance challenging
economic conditions and tight profit margins with the need to hire, retain, and compensate good employees. Although farm
labor issues are more prevalent in states with high proportions of labor-intensive crops, it is still important to understand
the workforce dynamics in states with larger shares of row crop production, like Ohio. This article covers industry trends of
workforce compensation for Ohio and other states in the Corn Belt Northern Plains region (see map). Data from the
National Agricultural Workers Survey (NAWS) is used to examine income trends over the last 20 years, compare wages by
job type and worker demographics, and discuss
non-wage compensation. Throughout the article,
we consider the changing compensation trends for
agricultural workers, using a broad definition of
compensation to cover wages along with some
other key non-wage benefits to employment.
Understanding these trends is crucial for
employers who would like to continue attracting
and retaining a qualified workforce for their
operations.

INCOME AND WAGE TRENDS

Certainly, the most important piece of an
employee’s compensation package is income. As
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shown in Figure 1, annual agricultural income for

agricultural laborers has increased over the last two Average Agricultural Income for Corn Belt Northern Plains (CBNP) Region
decades, with more than 50% of employees 100

receiving above $17,500 since 2015. At the

beginning of the sample period, between 2000 and 70

2004, only 30% of employees were receiving that

level of compensation a year.

While the annual earnings depicted in Figure 1 .

could reflect employee’s compensation for multiple S S N R R
jobs, Figure 2 shows the average hourly wage paid BUNder$2498  WS2500089.999 WSI000010817.499 WSIZS001029.993 M Over $30.000

by employers to their agricultural workers each ;ig;;e;l: Average Agricultural Income for Workers in the Corn Belt Northern Plains

year. All wages in this article are inflation adjusted



and measured in 2023 dollars. Wages in Ohio and
its peer states are quite variable, usually Ohio v CBNP Average Wage by Year
mirroring broader trends in the agricultural

industry. For example, wages saw spikes in the .

run-up to the 2007 Global Financial Crisis; these
wages then dropped as the economy entered a

recession. Farm labor shortages and changing
immigration policy are also likely drivers of these
variations in between-year wages. Overall, wages

Wage ($/hour) Measured in 2023 Dollars
=

in Ohio show more volatility than the entire Corn
Belt Northern Plains (CBNP) region, which reflects
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that employers in an individual state face more Ohio I — Linear (CENP)

competition for workers than employers across Figure 2: Comparison of Wage Trends by Year for Ohio and the Corn Belt Northern
the region. Plains Region

WAGES BY WORKER CHARACTERISTICS

Another interesting concept to consider is how wages differ for workers with different characteristics. The agricultural
industry is diverse. It employs workers who perform a wide variety of tasks and who work with many different crops.
These factors are likely to cause variation in wages. Understanding what factors cause differences in wage rates can
help employers decide the amount of compensation given to each employee and can help laborers advance up pay
scales as they continue their career.

Wage by Experience
One factor that certainly affects wages is work experience. While wages by experience have shown relatively similar
trends in the last twenty years, the most recent decade has shown interesting variation. Figure 3 shows the average
wages by binned years of experience for workers in this region. In most years, there is a positive relationship between
wages and years of experience: workers with more experience earn more in wages. The disruption of the 2020 COVID-
19 pandemic is evident in the breakdown of this

relationship for 2020-2022. In these years, Average Wage by Experience for CBNP

laborers with 20 or more years of experience saw 20.00

a significant increase in their average wage. This

could have been due to the “Great Resignation” 16.00
or “Great Reshuffling” that the general labor 14.00
market experienced following the COVID-19 12.00
pandemic. These labor market disruptions 10.00
enhanced employers’ desire to keep their most 800
experienced workers from retiring or moving to a 800
different job. Wage increases are one means of o0
enticing these workers to remain, as shown in the EZZ

data below. 2000-2004 2005-2009 2010-2014 2015-2019 2020-2022
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Wage by Task
Looking at wages based on tasks performed on
the job can show how different types of labor or

Figure 3: Average Wage Based on Experience for Corn Belt Northern Plains Region



skillsets are valued in the industry. In Figure 4, which Average Wage by Task for CBNP
graphs average hourly wage by task performed on 25.00

the job over time, there is clear evidence that
equipment operators are the highest paid laborers
in the agricultural workforce.

20.00

15.00
Wage by Crop s
Figure 5 shows that wages paid to row crop workers
are consistently higher than those for vegetable or 5.00
fruit/nut jobs. Even more striking is the fact that the
difference between these wages has grown steadily 0.00
since 2000. In the years 2000 to 2004, the average
wage for row crops was $13.18. It was $10.37 for
vegetable farms, and $10.42 for fruit/nut
operations. This yields a $2.81 difference between Average Wage by Crop for CBNP
the three. The difference between row crops and 16.00 — .
the other two categories peaked in 2015-2019 at - e

$4.04 and dropped to $3.85 in 2020-2022. Row crop o g1 1055 10501085
farms typically have more equipment and need < 1000 -

higher skilled labor, while vegetable and fruit/nut o

farms are generally still low equipment/high labor = 600

operations. It is also important to point out that 5 4

average wages on vegetable farms have only risen g 2

16 cents since 2000, remaining low for these 0
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Figure 2: Average Wage Based on Task Performed on the Job
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Figure 3: Average Wage by Crop for Corn Belt Northern Plains
NON-WAGE COMPENSATION
Another factor to consider is non-wage compensation. These include any compensation not in the hourly wage or
annual salary, including insurance plans, bonuses, days off, or other benefits. Benefits packages can supplement
compensation and will affect employees' job satisfaction. Some employees prefer to have a lower wage in exchange for
a good benefits package, while others prefer high salaries even if that reduces the benefits they receive. From a
manager’s perspective, understanding non-wage compensation trends can be useful in knowing how to competitively
supplement the earnings of one’s workers.

Health Insurance
One of the main forms of non-wage compensation that laborers look for is health insurance. There has been a big drop
in the number of agricultural employers that provide insurance to employees, especially in the last ten years. This may
be due to the challenges of managing insurance plans, or the

. . . Percent of Workers in CBNP that had Insurance Paid

big expenses incurred by the employer. The increased
provision of health insurance through mechanisms like the O Einfalloey
health insurance exchange, rather than employer-sponsored Worker Spouse Children
healthcare, also likely contributed to this decline. In the most 2000-2004 }43.20% 22.60% 16.60%
recent years, only 15.67% of employers provided insurance 2005-2009 [43.00% 25.00% 20.20%
for their employees, with even fewer providing insurance to 2010-2014 [28.80% 16.00% S 60%
the employee’s spouse or children. 20152019 [25.60%  |14.60%  |12.20%

. 2020-2022 |15.67% 5.00% 2.00%
Bonus Compensation




Another type of non-wage compensation is bonuses. There are several reasons employers could offer bonuses
including holidays, end of season, incentives, retention bonuses, and so on. The percentage of employers that offer

bonuses for employees has stayed relatively consistent over
the years. In the most recent year that survey data on this form
of compensation was available?, the highest percentage of

Percentage of Employers in CBNP that Paid Bonuses
to Employees

employers paid holiday bonuses (43%), with the second most 2000-2004 43.80%
common being end-of-season bonuses (33%). 2005-2009 46.00%

2010-2014 44.20%
CONCLUSION 2015-2019 47.00%

With labor shortages across the country, the need for a good

agricultural workforce has never been more important. Compensation is a major factor that determines where
individuals decide to work; thus, it is important for employers to understand the wage and non-wage compensation
trends in the industry. Overall, wages have continued to increase over time, especially for experienced workers and
equipment operators. There are variations in wages depending on what task or crop an employee is working with, and
these variations have grown more dramatic in recent years. Non-wage benefits in insurance have seen significant
drops, while other benefits such as bonuses have remained steady. As agriculture continues to change, understanding
what compensation to provide employees can play a crucial role in securing the workforce necessary to succeed as an
industry.

REFERENCES
U.S. Department of Labor. “National Agricultural Workers Survey (NAWS).” Accessed 18 November 2024. Available
online: https://www.dol.gov/agencies/eta/national-agricultural-workers-survey/data

aede.osu.edu

Dr. Jodlowski is an assistant professor of agricultural economics and policy in AEDE. Mavis is a 2024 graduate of The
Ohio State University with a degree in Agribusiness and Applied Economics from the Department of Agricultural,
Environmental, and Development Economics (AEDE). She is currently an Agriculture and Natural Resources County
Extension Agent for Johnson County, Texas, with the Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service.

1 NAWS stopped asking this question after the 2019 survey year.
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