
Skyler Simnitt 

Research Statement 
 

Research Interest 
In the six decades since Davis and Golberg (1957) published their seminal book on the topic, 
agribusiness, has entered the professional and academic lexicons as a term encompassing nearly all 
aspects of agricultural production and related commerce. Today agribusiness remains a major player 
in the U.S. economy, and we can safely assume that it will continue to make up a significant share 
of total GDP, employment, and household expenditures for generations to come. My research 
primarily focuses on production economics in the context of agribusiness, with specializations in 
labor, econometrics, and specialty crops.  
 

Current Research 
Although production of grains and other row crops in the United States is almost fully mechanized 
today, specialty crop producers remain highly dependent on manual labor. As the majority of U.S. 
farmworkers are foreign born, any serious attempts to reform the U.S. immigration system need to 
consider the potential impact on agricultural production. To facilitate agricultural producers’ access 
to affordable labor, the U.S. federal government administers the H-2A temporary agricultural 
workers visa program. This program allows producers with a demonstrable need to bring in foreign 
workers on a seasonal basis. H-2A program usage has expanded four-fold over the last decade and 
features ever more prominently in policy debates on immigration reform. My dissertation research 
focuses on agricultural labor in the United States, with particular emphasis on H-2A program usage 
and participation, at the individual, regional and national levels. Complementing my dissertation 
research on this topic I coauthored a study estimating the pre-employment expenses incurred by 
employers who hire citrus workers through the H-2A program, and have an extension publication 
describing preliminary findings from the Florida Citrus Workers Survey. 

In the first topical essay of my dissertation I examine expansion of the H-2A agricultural 
workers visa program. Although H-2A program participation has expanded substantially in recent 
years, program administrators and researchers are not entirely sure why. I model the diffusion of the 
H-2A visa program at the county level using a dynamic spatial Durbin model, and compute the 
marginal effects of potential determinants, such as migration flows, production levels, and county 
level demographic and economic characteristics. Through the estimation of contagion effects, I infer 
that social-learning is occurring, as potential program users learn from and emulate the behavior of 
their neighbors who previously adopted the program. This evidence of a  knowledge gap between 
program users and non-users, suggests that program administrators and stakeholders can potentially 
increase participation through education and simplification of the filing process.  

For my second essay I estimate earning differentials between H-2A citrus harvest workers 
and their domestic counterparts. Labor advocates have criticized the program for a number of 
reasons. Some argue that agricultural employers’ increased access to foreign labor reduces the 
earnings of domestic workers and prevents the wage rate from readjusting to equilibrium levels. 
Others argue that the compensation and housing benefits received by H-2A workers are below 
“acceptable levels”. I apply causal analysis to wage and demographic data collected through the 
Florida Citrus workers survey. By demonstrating that H-2A visa status significantly and positively 
impacts worker earnings I provide evidence that guest citrus workers achieve better financial 
outcomes than their domestic counterparts, and that sponsoring employers enjoy higher productivity 
per worker.  
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For my third essay I estimate elasticities of demand and supply for agricultural labor at the state 
level for the 48 contiguous United States. In the current political climate and proposed disruptions 
of migratory flows, labor availability is a primary concern of specialty crop farmers. By estimating 
the elasticities of demand and supply across multiple U.S. states and regions I estimate the economic 
impact of various policy proposals, including, the raising of the AEWR (the adverse effect wage 
rate), the restructuring or discontinuation of the H-2A guest workers program, amnesty for currently 
unauthorized workers, and disruption of migration flows e.g. increased border security, and or a 
permanent barrier along the U.S. border with Mexico.  
 

Other Research 
I have had the opportunity to collaborate on research with a number of accomplished Florida faculty. 
While much of this research has focused on production economics and farm management, I have 
also worked on projects related to consumer behavior and marketing. 

I coauthored a study estimating consumer demand for lionfish meat (a novel seafood item) 
in the U.S. Virgin Islands. Since the release of lionfish (a saltwater aquarium fish from the Indo-
Pacific) into the Atlantic Ocean thirty years ago, the species has spread becoming the most numerous 
single species of fish in many parts of the Caribbean. Lionfish have dramatically upset native 
ecosystems displacing other commercially and ecologically valuable species and contributing to reef 
destruction. Stake-holders have long advocated the large-scale consumption of lionfish meat as a 
means of curtailing the fish’s proliferation, yet a sufficient demand for lionfish has failed to 
materialize. Using data from a survey of potential consumers in the U.S. Virgin Islands, we 
estimated consumer willingness to pay for lionfish meat using valuation methodologies, and 
estimated individuals’ consumption quantities using a two-stage count regression method. Our 
findings suggest that consumer willingness to pay and fisher’s willingness to accept for lionfish 
meat are price compatible, and that individuals’ propensity to consume and hypothetical 
consumption quantities are significantly correlated with safety and environmental concerns. 

My work on this topic has led me to develop an interest in marketing and consumer behavior, 
particularly with regards to product differentiation through eco-labeling and the targeting of special 
consumer groups. 
 

Future Research 
There are a number of research ideas related to labor, production economics, and marketing that I 
plan on pursuing given the opportunity. Here follows a brief description of a few of the topics I 
would like to further develop. 

As mechanical harvest techniques continue to improve and make up a greater share of fresh 
produce, researchers need to address quality differences between machine versus manually 
harvested fruits and vegetables. Such differences, including decreased shelf life of mechanically 
harvested soft fruits have important implications for producers, distributors, and consumers.  
 Additionally, I am interested in the crop diversification strategies employed by agricultural 
producers in an effort to mitigate risk due to production and marketing constraints. For instance, I 
plan on modeling how peach growers incorporate the production of low yield early season varieties 
in an effort to secure seasonal contracts for their products among the distributorship. 

Lastly, I am interested in the production and marketing strategies employed by agricultural 
producers and distributors who target their products to niche consuming groups: organics, anti-biotic 
free, cage-free, and ecologically friendly brands and varieties of produce and animal products. Using 
valuation methodology, I would like to further investigate how consumer willingness to pay changes 
given specialty labeling and information sharing.  


