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Abstract

Purpose: The statistics of students in recent years present important changes in the university education
process in Iran. Vacancies of university seats in some majors will lead to serious issues in employment
and the country's economic status in the future. Over the past few years, agricultural colleges have faced
a decline in the number of candidates registering for entrance exams in this area, and this trend continues
unabated. The present study investigated the usage of signaling theory in attracting university entrance
exam candidates to agricultural faculties, with the ultimate goal of training skilled and specialized
human resources for activities in production, research, education, dissemination, and promotion of
knowledge and technology in the fields of agriculture and rural development. Signaling theory examines
how information is transmitted between individuals or organizations, clarifying that organizations strive
to convey as much useful information as possible to people outside the organization, enabling recipients
to develop a more positive attitude towards the organization.

Design/ methodology/ approach: This study is applied in terms of its purpose and was conducted
within the framework of a qualitative approach. Since the researcher aims to test or examine the validity
of the theory, the deductive content analysis method was employed. Data collection tools included
unstructured interviews, with the main themes of the interviews focusing on identifying factors that
influence the choice of agricultural engineering as a field of study. To conduct the research, interviews
were conducted with 12 undergraduate students in the field of agriculture in Iran. After interviewing
purposefully selected participants through snowball sampling, the obtained data were coded using
content analysis. The analysis of the interviews focused on factors related to signaling theory.
Research Findings: The findings indicated that, among organizational characteristics, both
instrumental and symbolic attributes are effective in attracting university entrance exam candidates to
the agricultural field, with instrumental attributes having a greater impact. Among the instrumental
attributes, "job opportunity” and "quality of education," and among the symbolic attributes, "scientific
reputation of the professors and " reputation of the faculty" had the largest contribution. Also,
"Advertising at the organizational and individual level" was recognized as a very important indicator in
the transmission of information regarding the specifications of agricultural colleges. In the meantime,
the role of advertising at the organizational level was more than at the individual level. It was also shown
that faculty officials can effectively manage organizational-level advertising, while students or
graduates of agricultural programs can take on individual-level advertising effectively.

Limitations & Consequences: One of the limitations of the research was the reluctance of some
students to participate in the interviews. To address this issue, the initial interviewees were asked to
identify individuals among their peers in agricultural faculties who were willing to participate in the
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interviews. This approach aimed to minimize the negative impact of this limitation on the validity of the
study.

Practical Consequences: The findings of the present study can be utilized by higher education planners,
who, by understanding which characteristics of agricultural faculties have the greatest impact on
entrance exam candidates' choice to study at these faculties, can reduce the information asymmetry
between agricultural faculty officials and candidates. As a result, candidates will be attracted to
agricultural programs through increased information, ultimately leading to the development of
specialized human resources needed in the field of agriculture and, consequently, the country's economic
development.

Innovation or value of the Article: Signaling theory is an economic and social concept that has not yet
been studied in the context of university major selection, which is a social phenomenon. This research
examines it for the first time in the field of higher education.
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