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Farmer Demographics

The average age of farm operators increased 
from 55.3 in 2002 to 57.1 in 2007.  Technology 
development and rapid adoption of new practices 
has been a driving force in shrinking the number 
of commercial farm units while increasing the 
total output.  The average age of farmers has 
stabilized over the past 10 years after a gradual 
increase for the past 50 years.  While the farmer 
or rancher’s physical maturity is a factor, it also 
describes the years of experience and depth of 
knowledge that has been acquired up to now.  That 
experience and knowledge is required to remain 
viable in the 21st century.

An older member of the farm family probably 
recalls the depression of the 1930s, the post 
WWII boom, and the stresses of the 1950s and 
60s.  The 1970s were years of sharp inflation of 
land values and commodity prices, followed by 
the sharp deflation of values in the 1980s.  There 
was general improvement in the economic 
health of production agriculture through the mid 
1990s.  In 1997, agriculture marked the start of 
another economic slide and the coming of the 
loan deficiency payment (LDP) years in the late 
1990s and into the new century.  The continual 
and dramatic economic swings have intensified 
the need for risk management in all sectors of 
production agriculture.  There is no longer a 
typical or average farm with a house, a barn and a 
wife that stays home with the kids.

The number of farms as defined by the U.S. Census 
peaked at 6.8 million in 1932, by 1990 the number 
decreased to 2.2 million, and by 1997 the total 
number of farms declined to 1.9 million.  The 

number of total farms increased to 2.1 million by 
2001, and to 2.2 million by 2007; however, you 
must look at the number in each gross income 
class to see the significant shifts that are taking 
place.  The largest increase is in the number of 
small farms (less than $40,000 gross income) 
and an increase in the number of large farms 
(in the $250,000+ income category).  The profit 
margin from farming has been under continual 
pressure; therefore many farm operators have 
opted for off farm income to support their lifestyle 
while others have aggressively expanded their 
farming operations with rapid adoption of new 
technologies in crop and livestock production 
that provided opportunity to grow production 
units without adding additional labor.  The 
defining characteristic of each segment provides 
opportunities for agri-marketers.  Farmers are 
home grown, in that they rarely relocated to a 
different county or state from where they grew up.

The capital requirement to enter farming or 
ranching inhibits a young person from simply 

Chapter 6
The Farmer Demographic & Farm Segments

Learning Objectives:
• Describe what demographics are indicative of a typical farmer.
• Report basic information about farms, such as typical increases and decreases, profit margins, and 
how farms are established.
• Explain the differences between the three different farm segments (large commercial farm opera-
tions, commercial farms, and lifestyle farms).

The demographics of farmers and farm families are important 
when trying to pinpoint advertising and marketing
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starting up without the assistance of either family 
or a forward-thinking retiring farmer mentor.  
There is a lot of truth to the adage that if you want 
to get started in farming, the best way is to inherit 
it or marry it.  Of course, there are examples of 
those who have succeeded through their own 
initiative and successful equity building.  It’s 
important to keep in mind that to be in the full 
time commercial farmer group and generate a 
household income sufficient to sustain a modest or 
reasonable life style could require a minimum of 
$2 million of capital investment.

Historically agricultural producers earn less than 
a five percent average return on their capital 
investment.  The business structure of commercial 
farms continues to evolve to accommodate the 
inter-generational transition of the farm to meet 
the financial and business requirements to be 
a successful and viable business.  Family farms 
are often legally structure as family corporations 
such as C-Corporations, LLCs, or partnerships 
as extended family members join to participate 
in the farm’s operation.  Research conducted in 
2005 states that the average number of households 
per farm is 2.2.  It also states that on farms with 
operators under age 40, the number of decision 
makers averages 2.8 per farm.  While the number 
of commercial farm units is declining, the number 
of households, persons and decision makers per 
farm is increasing.  Farm broadcasting serves 
these multiple decision makers and communicates 
effectively to this demographic target.

Farm Segments

The 2007 Census of Agriculture counted 2,204,792 
farms in the U.S., however the definition of what 
it takes to qualify as a farm is only $1,000 in gross 
sales of agricultural production.  Former Senator 
Bob Dole is quoted as saying (in jest): “The reason 
that farms are defined in this manner is to assure 
that there will be more farmers than employees at 
the United States Department of Agriculture.”

Statistics released in 2007 tell us there are only 
116,286 farms with more than $500,000 in gross 
sales, plus another 240,873 that have gross sales 
between $100,000 and $499,999.  The remaining 
1.8 million farms have less than $100,000 in 
gross sales per year.  Here, we categorize farm 
characteristics into three segments.

Large Commercial Farm Operations

(More than $500,000 gross income)

• Early adopters of new technologies
• Capital intensive
• Buys in volume and expects discounts
• Utilizes outside consultants for accounting, 

crop scouting and marketing services
• Demands service from equipment dealers
• Utilizes equipment leases and financing
• Heavy consumers of information and media
• Utilizes Internet for in-depth information and 

product price information
• Values relationships with professionals who 

provide financing, insurance and legal services

Commercial Farms

($100,000-$500,000 gross income)

• Diversified in crops and/or livestock
• Traditional media consumption of radio, print 

and television
• Holds a high equity ownership in farming 

operation
• Purchases with cash or uses traditional sources 

for financingDifferent farm segments can drastically impact the delivery of a 
message
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• Invests in value-added opportunities
• Values relationship with dealers and suppliers
• Prefers to purchase equipment rather than 

lease
• Adopts technology to reduce labor 

requirement
• Owns more equipment per acre
• Uses Internet for e-mail and information 

gathering
• Does not use price as the only consideration in 

making a purchase
• Purchases equipment or services to make job 

easier
• Values community relationships
• May be nearing retirement (over age 65)
• May be a young farmer beginning his farming 

career (age 21-35)

Lifestyle Farms

(Under $100,000 gross farm income)

This segment represents a very powerful buying 
group but is perhaps the most diverse and largest 
number of people in the agricultural community.  
The USDA Census of Agriculture database 
established the income parameters for each class 
of farm based on farm income and not necessarily 
household income.  While many farmers 
producing over $100,000 in gross farm income 
consider their primary occupation as a farmer they 
likely have supplemental off-farm family income 
to sustain their standard of living.

• Likely to raise livestock, especially cattle, 
sheep, or horses

• Often produces specialty niche crops or 

Activities/Discussion Questions
• Arrange for the class to take a tour of a local farm and meet with the owners.

• Have students prepare a report over what they learned at the farm, especially the difficulties 
present.

• As a class, discuss why it would be important for a farm broadcaster to be knowledgeable 
about farming and farm operations.

contract production of livestock
• Generates off-farm income
• Purchases with cash
• Purchases equipment to enjoy as well as use 

for utility
• Values family, community and heritage
• Values dealers and dealer services
• Uses proven technologies
• Uses the services of veterinarians and custom 

applicators
• Willing to pay for time saving equipment or 

services
• Less reliant on media for risk management 

information

Farm segments can help you understand what 
farmers produce and how best to advertise to 
your market


