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Abstract

Beginning farmers are increasingly recognized as
important agricultural actors in the United States.
Efforts to help interested individuals enter agricul-
ture have increased; however, there is still a sub-
stantial knowledge gap regarding beginning farm-
ers’ characteristics, motivations to farm, challenges,
and information and resource needs, particularly
among those who operate small or medium-sized
farms. In this research, we collected and analyzed
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survey data in Indiana to gain a better understand-
ing of small- and medium-scale beginning farmers
in the midwestern United States. We found that
small- and medium-scale beginning farmers were
motivated by their desire for a farming lifestyle and
to support local food and agroecological farming
systems on a landscape dominated by commodity
crops. They relied substantially on off-farm income
and faced related challenges including limited ac-
cess to labor and difficulty balancing their on-farm
and off-farm responsibilities. Finding effective
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marketing strategies also challenged this group of
farmers, as they were not well-integrated into exist-
ing agricultural programs, and many had limited in-
teractions with agricultural agencies and organiza-
tions. Instead, the majority of small- and medium-
scale beginning farmers relied heavily on their own
internet research and informal interactions with
other farmers to learn and obtain help for their
farms. Together, our results contribute to a better
understanding of small- and medium-scale begin-
ning farmers’ characteristics, motivations, and
farming practices, as well as the challenges they
face and the support they need to address these
challenges. Because beginning farmers often differ
from their more established counterparts who op-
erate larger farms, the results of this research can
be used to inform tailored agricultural programs
and technical assistance that address small- and
medium-scale beginning farmers’ specific needs
and challenges in order to increase their likelihood
of success to not only start but also sustain a small-
or medium-scale farm over time.
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Introduction

The importance of beginning farmers in the United
States is increasingly recognized, particularly with
the current changing demographic of farmers in
the country. According to the 2017 Census of Agri-
culture, the average age of farmers in the U.S. was
57.5 years (USDA NASS, 2020). A recent study by
the American Farmland Trust reported that “in-
cluding nonoperator landlords, seniors aged 65 and
older own more than 40 percent of the agricultural
land in the United States. This suggests an impend-
ing transfer of more than 370 million acres of
farmland” (Freedgood et al., 2020, p. 18). These
statistics have raised questions concerning the po-
tential trajectory of farm succession and the subse-
quent implications for land use and food produc-
tion (J6hr, 2012; Lobley et al., 2010). It is possible
that some of this agricultural land will be passed on
to the younger family members of current land-
owners, who may have already been involved in the
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agricultural enterprise. At the same time, some land
will be acquired by beginning farmers, who have
little experience farming. The U.S. Census of Agri-
culture shows that currently, one in four farmers in
the U.S. is a beginning farmer, defined as an indi-
vidual with 10 or fewer years of agricultural experi-
ence (USDA NASS, 2019). While this includes
those who have grown up on or around farms but
have no formal agricultural experience, many be-
ginning farmers in the U.S., particularly younger
ones, do not have any farming background (Young
Farmers Coalition, 2017). As such, it is of great im-
portance to society to understand beginning farm-
ers’ challenges and needs to develop policies and
programs that support them.

Historically, provisions in the 1992 Farm Act
called for special terms in loan programs for new
farmers (Thilmany & Ahearn, 2013). The 2002 ver-
sion of the Farm Act included additional support
for beginning farms. Multiple governmental institu-
tions have made explicit efforts to engage and as-
sist beginning farmers, such as the USDA’s Sus-
tainable Agriculture Research and Education
program and the Beginning Farmer and Rancher
Development Program, administered by the
USDA’s National Institute of Food and Agricul-
ture. The USDA Farm Service Agency (IFSA) of-
fers loans directed at beginning farmers. In 2020,
the FSA allocated $3.4 billion to beginning farmers
through direct and guaranteed total loan assistance
(USDA ERS, 2022). These institutional initiatives
and efforts have evolved over time to help inter-
ested individuals enter agricultural production, im-
prove beginning farmers’ access to information and
other resources, facilitate collaboration between
beginning farmers and other stakeholder groups,
and promote environmental sustainability practices
among beginning farmers (Niewolny & Lillard,
2010; Jablonski et al., 2022; Suryanata et al., 2021).

While increasing attention has been given to is-
sues involving beginning farmers among agricul-
tural policymakers and practitioners, preconcep-
tions about this population are varied and shifting
(Ahearn, 2011; Iles et al., 2020; Jablonski et al.,
2022). Thete is still much to learn about how these
farmers decide to enter the farming business, how
they manage their farms, and what barriers and op-
portunities they face throughout this process, as in-
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formation about beginning farmers is relatively un-
known in comparison to the more established
farmer population (Ahearn & Newton, 2009).

We drew on a survey of beginning farmers in
Indiana to increase our understanding of this pop-
ulation and to inform programming that responds
to the needs of these producers. Our research fo-
cused on beginning farmers who were operating, or
interested in starting, a small or medium-sized
farm. Specifically, we documented their demo-
graphics (e.g., gender, education, military status)
and identified the similarities and differences across
different types of beginning farmers in their farm-
ing motivations, needs, and challenges. We found
that most of these farmers were interested in diver-
sified agricultural production and were particularly
motivated by the idea of using their farm to sup-
port local food systems. We also discovered that
most of these farmers found balancing on-farm
and off-farm responsibilities, accessing labor, and
identifying marketing strategies particularly chal-
lenging. Furthermore, we identified multiple differ-
ences in motivations for farming and perceived
challenges between men and women and between
military- and non-military-affiliated farmers. We
believe insights learned from this beginning farmer
population in Indiana are important for informing
how policymakers, extension specialists, and other
natural resource professionals can more effectively
support and collaborate with a vatiety of beginning
farmers, particularly those who operate small or
medium-sized farms, for the benefit of local com-
munities, economies, and environments.

Literature Review

The existing literature on beginning farmers in the
U.S. has shown that they differ from their more es-
tablished counterparts in several ways. For exam-
ple, their farms tend to be small to medium-sized
in both acres and production value. Specifically, the
average size of new farms in the U.S. is 324 acres,
much smaller than the average size of all farms (L.e.,
445 acres as of 2021; USDA ERS, 2022), and more
than half of the new farms (52%) are operating less
than 50 actes of land (USDA NASS, 2019). The el-
igibility requirements of many long-established fed-
eral farming assistance programs often disqualify
small-scale farms that focus on non-commodity
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products (Ahearn, 2011). Thus, beginning farmers
who operate a small-scale or medium-scale farm
may be excluded from the existing policies and
programs designed to assist more established,
larger-scale farmers (Calo, 2018; Carlisle et al.,
2019; Carolan, 2018; Iles et al., 2021; Katchova &
Ahearn, 2016; Ngo & Brklacich, 2014).

Beginning farmers in the U.S. also tend to be
more diverse than their more established counter-
parts with respect to age, gender, and livelihood
strategies (Ahearn, 2011; Iles et al., 2020; Iles et al.,
2021). Some studies have depicted beginning farm-
ers as younger and more educated than established
farmers (Ahearn, 2011; Armbruster & Ahearn,
2014). Indeed, the 2017 U.S. Census of Agriculture
reported that the average age of beginning farmers
in the U.S. was 46.3 (USDA NASS, 2020). While
this is younger than the average of all farmers (57.5
years; USDA NASS, 2020), Bubela (2016) pointed
out, “although most young farmers are beginning
farmers, most beginning farmers are not young
farmers” (p. 2). In addition, women farmers are
more likely to be a beginning farmer than an estab-
lished farmer, according to the USDA definition of
beginning farmer as one having 10 years or less of
farming experience (USDA NASS, 2020).

The high capital requirement to start a farm
and the limited land available to buy or rent are
seen as challenges for beginning farmers across a
variety of contexts (Ahearn & Newton, 2009; Calo,
2018; Carlisle et al., 2019; Katchova & Ahearn,
2016). A recent study by Jablonski et al. (2022) also
reaffirmed that many beginning farmers are con-
strained by a lack of access to credit and to feder-
ally subsidized crop insurance.

Within the literature, holding multiple jobs, or
pluriactivity, has been documented as a common
livelihood strategy among farmers in the U.S.,
particularly small-scale farmers (Bessant, 2008; Iles
et al,, 2021). Specifically, 58% of farmers in the
U.S. hold a primary occupation other than farming
(USDA NASS, 2019). Farm income is, and will
remain, a volatile component of agricultural pro-
duction. Therefore, off-farm jobs can offer a more
consistent revenue stream, “particularly for young
and beginning farmers who tend to face more
variation relative to their assets than operators of
larger, more established farms do” (Bubela, 2016,
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p- 5). There remains an assumption that a house-
hold’s engagement in pluriactivity indicates an
eventual end to their reliance on agriculture
(Kinsella et al., 2000; Van der Ploeg & Renting,
2000). However, it has also been argued that
pluriactivity is a stable rather than transitional
phenomenon (Kinsella et al., 2000). Pluriactivity is
integral to maintain farm viability (Bessant, 2008;
Iles et al., 2021) and support rural communities
(Van der Ploeg & Renting, 2000). At the same
time, it should be noted that there has been a rise
in “zero-sales farmers” who do not sell their agti-
cultural products (Rosenberg, 2017), and many
beginning farmers do not intend to farm full time
(Song et al., 2022). Other beginning farmers may
“transition gradually to agriculture from other
professions, using off-farm income as a bridge”
(Thilmany & Ahearn, 2013, p. 12). These indivi-
duals may move from professional or technical
backgrounds unrelated to agriculture, hoping to
“transition into a new, more rural lifestyle that
creates value-based linkages in their community”
and use their professional or technical skills to
develop business models focused on direct market-
ing (Meyer et al., 2011, p. 4). Such combined work
strategies can contribute to their technical and
financial viability; however, these strategies can also
be challenging for beginning farmers, as they need
to be able to balance both on-farm and off-farm
work (Bubela, 2016; Iles et al., 2021). Thus, we
need a better understanding of the diverse goals of
beginning farmers and the role of pluriactivity in
supporting their new farms in order to better
inform policies and programs for supporting the
beginning farmer population.

In relation to the motivations of beginning
farmers to start and maintain a farming operation,
scholars have suggested that for many beginning
farmers, “their vision of what it means to farm is
much closer to the agroecological and community
paradigm of food production than the industrial
commodity system of the past half century has
been” (Kirschenmann, 2010, p. 87). Indeed, it has
been shown that many beginning farmers are inter-
ested in agroecological production and motivated
by non-monetary reasons such as the pursuit of
farming as a lifestyle and the support of a sustaina-
ble food system (Ahearn & Newton, 2009; Bruce,
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2019; Iles et al., 2020, 2021; Nelson & Stock,
2018). Thus, beginning farmers’ production sys-
tems often center diversified, direct-to-consumer
production such as fruit and vegetables rather than
commodity crops (Ahrean & Newton, 2009; Ja-
blonski et al., 2017). For example, Mariola et al.
(2022) found that beginning farmers in Ohio were
largely interested in beef cattle, poultry, hay, and
vegetables rather than commodity row crops such
as corn and soybean. The U.S. Census of Agricul-
ture also showed that in comparison to more estab-
lished farmers, beginning producers ate less likely
to produce oilseed and grain and more likely to
produce specialty crops such as vegetables, fruits,
tree nuts, berries, and greenhouse, nursery, and flo-
ricultute production (USDA NASS, 2019).
Increasingly, scholars have recognized the so-
cial motivations of beginning farmers. In a study
from Ohio, Bruce (2019) identified two types of
beginning farmers engaged in alternative agricul-
ture: “greenhorn farmers” are “first-generation
farmers with no family connection to agriculture”
(p- 33), and “returning farmers” have not relied on
farming as their livelihood but have some agricul-
tural background and are returning to the land to
become a farmer, often later in life. Both types of
beginning farmers are motivated by the idea of
farming promoting the health and well-being of
their families (Bruce, 2019). Several scholars have
also documented that many beginning farmers
started small-scale farming to fulfill personal goals
of making the food systems more equitable and en-
vironmentally friendly and making themselves and
their families more autonomous and less reliant on
traditional food systems (Bruce, 2019; Iles et al.,
2020; Nelson & Stock, 2018). However, little work
has linked beginning farmers’ social motivations to
the unique challenges and needs of this population.
There has also been an emerging focus on en-
gaging military veterans in farming. Specifically, the
2017 Census of Agriculture revealed that 11% of
all U.S. agricultural producers had served or were
serving in the U.S. military (USDA NASS, 2019).
Involvement in agriculture may support mental and
physical rehabilitation among military veterans
(Besterman-Dahan et al., 2018) and promote their
reintegration into families and communities (Do-
noghue et al., 2014). Governmental and non-gov-
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ernmental programs have been increasing their ef-
forts to help interested military veterans enter
farming (Farmer Veteran Coalition, 2016). Little re-
search has been done to document and discuss this
movement in the academic literature; thus, further
work is needed to understand veterans’ involve-
ment in agriculture and provide them with relevant
support (Iles et al., 2021). For example, the 2017
U.S. Census of Agriculture revealed that the aver-
age age of agricultural producers with military set-
vice experience is 67.9, a decade older than the av-
erage of all farmers (USDA NASS, 2019), but
many veteran-focused agricultural programs appear
to target younger veterans from recent deploy-
ments (i.e., Armed to Farm, AgrAbility, Farmer
Veteran Coalition).

Thus far, there has been a significant body of
qualitative and, to a certain extent, quantitative re-
search on beginning farmers in the U.S. The quali-
tative studies have illustrated the diverse motiva-
tions, values, and experiences of beginning farmers,
with a particular focus on those who operate small-
or medium-scale farms (e.g., Bruce, 2019; Calo,
2018; Iles et al., 2020, 2021; Ngo & Brklacich,
2014). The quantitative studies have mostly fo-
cused on the financial characteristics of beginning
farmers and the associated financial and resource
challenges they face to enter farming or to sustain
their operation (e.g., Jablonski et al., 2017; Ja-
blonski et al., 2022; Katchova & Ahearn, 2017).
Limited work has been done to quantify the char-
acteristics of this population beyond their financial
conditions, such as their socially oriented values,
needs, and challenges. Even less work has been
done to focus on small- and medium-scale begin-
ning farmers, who make up the majority of the be-
ginning farmer population in the U.S. (USDA
NASS, 2019).

In this paper, we examined the following re-
search questions: 1) What are the characteristics of
small- and medium-scale beginning farmers and
their current or intended future farming systems?
2) How do small- and medium-scale beginning
farmers make farming decisions and access infor-
mation about farming? 3) And, what are the moti-
vations, challenges, and needs of small- and me-
dium-scale beginning farmers in terms of starting
and sustaining a farm? We assessed these questions
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across several beginning farmer socioeconomic
characteristics to inform a nuanced understanding
of similarities and differences across different types
of beginning farmers, rather than treating them as a
homogenous group. We also intentionally solicited
information from beginning farmers on both the
challenges (i.e., difficulties) they face and the needs
they have (i.e., the support farmers would like to
access in order to address the challenges they face).
We believe it is important to assess both challenges
and needs in order to inform future policies and
programs so that not only will the specific chal-
lenges facing beginning farmers be addressed, but
they will be addressed in a way that is aligned with
how beginning farmers manage their farming oper-
ations and the various needs on a day-to-day and
long-term basis. For instance, agricultural extension
services, or other support structures could respond
to the same challenge in many ways, but asking
farmers to identify their needs would inform nu-
anced programming responses that better support
this group of producers.

Methods

We collected data through a statewide survey of
beginning farmers (see Appendix 1 for the survey
questionnaire). Before developing the survey ques-
tionnaire, we conducted in-person, semi-structured
interviews with 11 beginning farmers in Indiana to
gain a preliminary understanding of their character-
istics, motivations to farm, and challenges and op-
portunities regarding their farming business. Re-
sults from these qualitative interviews were used to
inform the development of the survey, which con-
tained 39 questions covering the following topics:
(1) farming background, (2) current farming and
marketing practices, (3) perceptions of farmer iden-
tity, (4) access to information and resources, (5)
challenges and needs related to starting and sus-
taining a small-scale farm, and (6) demographic
characteristics. The study was approved by Purdue
University’s Institutional Review Board.

Drawing a random sample from a comprehen-
sive sampling frame of small- and medium-scale
beginning farmers in Indiana was not possible due
to the lack of a full list of beginning farmers in In-
diana. Thus, we constructed our own database of
small- and medium-scale beginning farmers in the
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state that met our inclusion criteria based on our
research questions (Ritchie et al. 2013). Specifically,
our criteria included: (1) individuals who had been
farming for 10 years or less and who were operat-
ing 250 acres of land or less in Indiana (i.e., current
farmers) or (2) individuals who were planning and
just about to start a small- or medium-scale farm in
Indiana (i.e., prospective farmers). The 10-yeatr
limit was chosen because USDA defines a begin-
ning farmer as an individual with 10 or fewer years
of agricultural experience (USDA NASS, 2020).
The 250-acre limit was chosen because the average
farm size in Indiana was 255 acres in 2015 (USDA
NASS, 2016).

To develop a list of potential survey partici-
pants, we used several sources: (1) the Local Har-
vest National Directory, an online forum for farm-
ers to advertise their products and services; (2)
contacts from the Indiana Local Growers Guild, a
collaborative group of farmers and advocates of lo-
cal food; (3) the Indiana Small Farm Conference
registrant database; and (4) the database of partici-
pants in an USDA-funded beginning farmer exten-
sion project at Purdue University. After conducting
a preliminary assessment of online information for
each farm, we removed established farms (those
with more than 10 years of experience; USDA
NASS, 2020) and duplicate and erroneous entries.
This led to a list of 465 beginning farm contacts.
From May to July 2016, we administered an online
survey via Qualtrics to these beginning farm con-
tacts following the Tailored Design Method (Dill-
man et al., 2014). Specifically, we sent out a survey
link via email with an accompanying cover letter
explaining the purpose of our survey and inviting
beginning farmer participation. This initial contact
was followed by a total of three reminder emails.

In addition, we recruited survey participants
using two other methods. First, we provided an
open link to the survey to Purdue University Ex-
tension educators and invited them to share the
link with beginning farmers in their county through
their email listservs and social media sites. Second,
we administered a paper version of the survey in
multiple extension events, including the 2016 Indi-
ana Small Farm Conference and several regional
beginning farmer conferences organized by Purdue
University Extension during the summer of 2016

36

to reach beginning farmers who might not have a
strong online presence and might not have been
reached through direct email invitations. From the
465 direct email invitations, we received 147 com-
plete responses. We received 80 complete re-
sponses from the open link to the online survey
shatred by extension educators and 89 complete
survey responses from the 2016 Indiana Small
Farm Conference and the subsequent regional con-
ferences. Of the total of 316 complete survey re-
sponses we received, 93 were removed because
participants did not meet our inclusion criteria.

At the end, the total number of usable, com-
plete survey responses included in the analysis was
223. We did not use probabilistic sampling and
thus cannot report a response rate for our survey.
However, our approach to recruiting survey partici-
pants and screening survey responses was compre-
hensive and effective, allowing us to identify and
reach this specific population in the state (Corbin
& Strauss, 2008; Neuman, 2010).

We focused our study on the small and me-
dium-sized beginning farmers in Indiana using a
descriptive approach because little is known about
this population in the state and the broader mid-
western region of the U.S. Descriptive research is
particularly well-suited for topics with little known
information (Knupfer & McLellan, 1996), and such
research also provides the necessary foundation for
further quantitative inquiries and hypothesis genet-
ation (Grimes & Schulz, 2002). In addition to uni-
variate summary statistics, we analyzed survey data
using Chi-squared and Fisher’s exact tests to exam-
ine relationships between categorical variables. Spe-
cifically, we examined the relationships between
five demographic characteristics of beginning farm-
ers (i.e., age, gender, education, income, and vet-
eran status) with their motivations to farm, needs,
and challenges. Motivations, needs, and challenges
were assessed using five-point Likert scale ques-
tions (e.g., 1 to 5, where 1 is “not important” and 5
is “very important”) (Neuman, 2010). All were ana-
lyzed as individual variables (i.e., no indices were
created). To assess age, we created two categories
(those who were 35 years and younger and those
who were more than 35 years) according to the
USDA definition of young farmers (< 35 years of
age; USDA NASS, 2019).
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Regrouping categories is a common method
for handling small counts in categorical data analy-
sis (de Vaus, 2002). We collapsed the variable
measuring respondents’ levels of education into
three categories (no college education, some col-
lege education, or bachelot’s degree or higher) due
to a small number of observations in several origi-
nal categories. We also collapsed the variable meas-
uring annual household income into two categories
(.e., $49,999 and below; $50,000 and above) due to
a small number of observations in several original
income categoties and the fact that the median
household income for Indiana was $50,433 in 2016
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2016). All statistical analyses
were conducted in STATA 12.0.

It is important to note that there is rarely an
official start date when an individual transitions
from planning to operating a small- or medium-
scale farm; becoming a farmer is a process instead
of a specific action at a singular point in time (Ca-
rajon, 2008; Farm Curious, 2010; Strong, 2015).
Thus, we refer to both current and prospective
farmers in our results and subsequent discussion to
capture a// small- and medium-scale beginning
farmers who fall within the USDA classification of
beginning farmers, which is an individual with 0 to
10 years of experience.

Results

Characteristics of Small- and Medium-scale
Beginning Farmers and Their Farms

As shown in Table 1, 65% of our survey respond-
ents were currently farming with 10 years or less
experience (i.e., current farmers), and 35% were in-
dividuals who reported they were in the process of
starting a farm in Indiana (i.e., prospective farm-
ers). On average, our current farmer respondents
had been farming for 3.5 years. The average age of
survey respondents was 45 years, with prospective
farmers slightly older than current farmers. Nearly
half of our respondents were women. The majority
of survey respondents had a bachelor’s degree or
higher level of education (70% for current farmers
and 63% for prospective farmers), and 16% of re-
spondents were military veterans or active-duty
members (13% of current farmers and 23% of pro-
spective farmers).

Volume 12, Issue 3 / Spting 2023

Notably, current farmer respondents reported
that on average, 13% of their household income
was derived from their farm, and 87% was from
off-farm work. The average amount of land owned
by our respondents was 25.6 acres, and the major-
ity (51%) had purchased their land from someone
they did not know, rather than inheriting land from
family (10%) or leasing land (16%) from another
landowner. When asked about their agricultural
background or experience prior to operating their
farm in Indiana, current farmer respondents re-
ported the following (not mutually exclusive cate-
gories): 32% had grown up on a farm; 32% had
family members who owned a farm that they vis-
ited while growing up; 35% had been interested in
farming and learned about farming and farm life on
their own; 25% had worked on a farm as a job or
internship; and 19% had no farming background or
experience prior to operating their current farm.
Thus, it should be noted that some of our respond-
ents grew up on a farm or had family members
who farmed, which are contexts that could have
shaped their motivations and challenges in differ-
ent ways than a new farmer without a family farm-
ing background.

Finally, the differences between our survey
respondents and the beginning farmer character-
istics described in the 2017 Census of Agriculture
are important to note, particularly in terms of
veteran status and income. Data from the 2017
Census of Agriculture shows that the average age
of beginning producers in the U.S. was 46.3 years
(42.4 years in Indiana), 41% of them were women
(39% in Indiana), and 8% were veterans (5% in
Indiana), and that 18% of farms operated by
beginning producers had an annual income of
US$50,000 or more (24% in Indiana; USDA
NASS, 2019). There was no education data avail-
able for this population from the Census of Agri-
culture. In comparison to these statistics, our
current farmer respondents were similar in age, but
more likely to identify as a woman and more likely
to be military veterans or active-duty members
(Table 1 in the Results section). Finally, our current
farmer respondents were more likely to have a
higher annual household income (65% reporting
US$50,000 ot mote; see Table 1).
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Table 1. Sociodemographic and Economic Characteristics of Current Beginning Farmers and
Prospective Farmers in Indiana in This Study

Current farmers (n=146) Prospective farmers (n=77)

Demographics

Average age 44 years 47 years
Women 47% 48%
Bachelor’'s degree 70% 63%
Military veterans or active-duty members 13% 23%
Annual household income of $50,000 or more 65% 67%
Hispanic 2% 1%
Average % of household income from farming (self-reported) 13% N/A
Average amount of land farmed 25.6 acres N/A
Average length of time farming 3.5 years N/A
Land acquisition (not mutually exclusive)
Purchased land from someone (not an acquaintance) 51% N/A
Leased land from another landowner 16% N/A
Inherited land from family 10% N/A
Purchased land from family 10% N/A
Purchased land from acquaintance 6% N/A
Received land as gift 1% N/A
Agricultural production Past 12 months Planned for future
Vegetables 66% 2%
Fruit 36% 51%
Pastured poultry 35% 49%
Organic production 26% 53%
Flowers 26% 38%
Bees 21% 58%
Goats 20% 32%
Permaculture 19% 28%
Corn and soybean 14% 8%
Pastured pigs 14% 22%
Grass-fed beef 13% 26%
Value-added products 12% 27%
Legumes other than soybean 9% 9%
Aquaponics 5% 14%
Grains 4% 12%
Dairy 4% 7%
Hydroponics 3% 18%
Labor (including respondent) Mean (range; std.dev)
Total number of people working on the farm 1.5(1-12; 2.16) N/A
Full-time people working on the farm 0.5 (0-7; 1.29) N/A
From household 0.6 (0-3; 0.73) N/A
Outside household 0.2 (0-6;0.72) N/A
Part-time people working on the farm 1.0 (0-7;1.75) N/A
From household 1.2 (0-6; 1.20) N/A
Outside household 0.7 (0-9; 1.82) N/A

Note: N/A indicates that the particular question was not asked to prospective farmers because it was not yet applicable.
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Farming, Marketing, and Farm Management
Practices

Current farmer respondents reported producing a
wide range of products and engagement in various
agricultural production practices in the past 12
months (Table 1). Specifically, 66% of current
farmers engaged in vegetable production, 36% in
fruit production, and 35% in pastured poultry pro-
duction. The least popular practice was hydropon-
ics (3%), followed by dairy (4%) and grain (4%)
production. Relatedly, we asked prospective farm-
ers what they would like to grow or work on in
their farm in Indiana (Table 1). The top three prod-
ucts/practices they were interested in were vegeta-
ble production (72%), beekeeping (58%), and,
more broadly, organic production (53%). Prospec-
tive farmers showed more interest in hydroponics
(18%) than current farmers but were similarly unin-
terested in dairy (7%) and grain (12%) production.
Both current (14%) and prospective (8%) farmers
had little interest in corn and soybean production.

The three marketing strategies our current
farmer respondents utilized most often were estab-
lishing personal contact with potential customers
directly (58%); selling on farm (48%); and selling in
a farmers’ market (46%). Fewer respondents had
sold through a community-supported agriculture
(CSA) program (15%), on the side of the road
(13%), or by sending flyers and mailers to potential
customers to market or sell their products (7%).

In terms of labor, we asked current farmer re-
spondents to report the number of people working
on their farm in Indiana (including themselves). We
also asked them to indicate whether these people
were full-time or part-time and from their house-
hold or outside of their household. Overall, re-
spondents reported an average of 1.5 persons
working on the farm; however, many relied solely
on part-time labor, with an average of 0.5 full-time
persons and an average of 1 part-time person
working on the farm. It should be noted that we
did not ask about the portion of the year each per-
son worked on the farm; that is, some reported la-
bor may work for a few months during the grow-
ing season rather than all year.

Decision-making and Information Sources
We also asked current farmer respondents to indi-
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cate who makes decisions about their farm opera-
tions (not mutually exclusive categories). Overall,
94% of respondents reported themselves as the
sole decision-maker or one of the decision-makers
about their farming practices and farm operation.
Seventy-four percent of current farmer respond-
ents reported making decisions jointly (50% with
their spouse, 6% with their children, 4% with their
parents, 6% with another family member, and 8%
with a business partner who was not a family mem-
ber).

Survey respondents also identified sources of
information about starting, operating, or sustaining
a small-scale farm. The most commonly identified
sources for all respondents were through their own
research on the internet (86%), extension educators
in their county or nearby counties (71%), an exten-
sion website (70%), farmers they know who started
and are operating a small-scale farm (67%), and In-
diana Small Farm Conferences or other confer-
ences (67%).

Finally, survey respondents reported the fre-
quency with which they had interacted with or re-
ceived information from different agencies and or-
ganizations since they became a farmer or started
planning their farm (Figure 1). Our results show
that extension educators were the group with the
most contact with beginning farmers (50% of re-
spondents reported contact at least several times a
year). This was followed by local, state, or national
nonprofit organizations or farmer associations and
groups (34% reported contact at least several times
a year) and Natural Resources Conservation Set-
vice professionals (17% reported contact as least
several times a year).

Motivations to Start Farming

Survey respondents were asked to indicate the im-
portance of potential motivations in their decision
or consideration to start a farm in Indiana. As
shown in Figure 2, the top three motivating factors
identified by current farmers were to (1) pursue
farming as a lifestyle (88% of current farmer re-
spondents rated it as very important or important);
(2) promote environmentally friendly agricultural
practices (87%); and (3) support a sustainable food
system (86%). As shown in Figure 3, the top moti-
vating factors identified by prospective farmers
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Figure 1. Frequency of Beginning Farmer Interactions with Governmental Agencies, Extension Educators, and Private Organizations

Purdue Extension Educators

Natural Resources Conservation Service professionals
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Figure 2. Factors That Motivated Current Farmer Respondents to Start Farming in Indiana, Based on a Survey Question Using
a Five-Point Scale

To support a sustainable food system
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To reduce the ecological impacts of food production, protect the environment, and
conserve natural resources
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To increase the presence of small farms

To get away from the political, economic, and social structures of our current food system
To have a place where my family and | can enjoy each other's work and company

To pass down the values, land, and way of farming to future generations

To raise children to be close to the food they eat and the soil that supports us

To promote local economies
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Figure 3. Factors That Are Motivating Prospective Farmer Respondents to Start Farming in Indiana, Based on a “Check All That Apply”
Question

To provide fresh food to our communities
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were to (1) provide fresh food to their communi-
ties (81%); (2) support a sustainable food system
(80%); and (3) provide income for themselves and
their family (77%). In comparing these motivations
across respondent demographics (Table 2), we
found that women were more likely than men to be
motivated “to support a sustainable food system”
(Fisher’s exact test p=0.04). In addition, as shown
in Table 2, survey respondents with an income of
$49,999 or below were more likely to be motivated
“to provide fresh food for their communities”
(Fisher’s exact test p=0.04).

Challenges Perceived by Small- and Medium-
scale Beginning Farmers

Survey respondents identified the challenges they
had faced personally in starting, operating, and
sustaining a farm in Indiana. Overall, the top three
challenges identified by all respondents were
having enough time/labor to do what is needed
for the farm (65% identified it as a challenge or
great challenge); having to balance farming and
other jobs for income (55%); and identifying
effective marketing strategies (51%). For current
farmers, two of these top three challenges were
identified, with slightly different percentages of
respondents rating each as a challenge or great
challenge. Specifically, having enough time/labor
to do what is needed for the farm was identified it
as a challenge or great challenge by 73% of
current farmers, and having to balance farming
and other jobs they do for income was identified
by 57% of current farmers. In addition, 49% of
current farmers also identified obtaining financial
resources needed to farm as a challenge or signifi-
cant challenge. Prospective farmers were chal-
lenged by different aspects of starting a farm: 56%
reported that identifying effective marketing stra-
tegies was a challenge; 54% reported understand-
ing and dealing with zoning regulations and other
local and state policies as a challenge; and 53%
percent said having to balance farming and other
jobs they do for income was a challenge. The least
challenging aspects of starting, operating, and
sustaining a farm for both current and prospective
farmers were getting along with other farmers in
their area (9% for both) and understanding the
environmental impacts of their farming practices
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(11% for current and 14% for prospective
farmers).

When comparing challenges across de-
mographics, we found that women were more
likely than men to perceive “having enough
time/labor to do what is needed for the farm” as a
challenge or great challenge for starting, operating
and sustaining a farm in Indiana (Fishet’s exact test
$=0.05). At the same time, men were more likely
than women to perceive “identifying effective mar-
keting strategies” as a challenge or great challenge
(Fisher’s exact test p=0.04). In addition, veterans
and active-duty members were less likely than oth-
ers to perceive “having enough time/labor to do
what is needed for the farm” as a challenge or great
challenge (32=6.991; p=0.01). Education level was
also a differentiating factor regarding beginning
farmers’ perceiving “balancing farming and other
jobs they do for income” as a major challenge. Spe-
cifically, those with a bachelor’s degree or higher
education were more likely to view it as a challenge
than did those without a bachelor’s” degree
(x?=6.039; p=0.04).

In the comparison of current and prospective
farmers, prospective farmers were more likely to
identify “understanding and dealing with zoning
regulations and other local and state policies” as a
challenge than current farmers (x2=9.047; p<0.01).
Current farmers were more likely than prospective
farmers to perceive “having enough time and labor
to do what is needed on the farm” as a challenge

(2=9.613; p<0.01).

Needs Identified by Small- and Medium-scale
Beginning Farmers

Survey respondents also identified factors that
were important to help them start, operate, and
sustain a farm in Indiana (Figure 4). Overall, the
top three factors identified by all respondents as
important or very important were feeling sup-
ported by (potential) customers (88% rated it as
important or very important); being able to access
pertinent technical and informational resources
(86%); and being able to talk to and learn from
other farmers (85%). It is worth noting that current
farmers identified the same top three factors as
prospective farmers, with slightly different percent-
ages (87%, 84%, and 82%, respectively). Similarly,
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Table 2. Relationships Between New and Beginning Farmer Characteristics and their Motivations, Needs, and Challenges

Age Gender Education Income Military status Farming status
35 years 36 years Some Bachelor's US$49,999 US$50,000 Veteran/
& younger & older Men Women No college college or higher & below & above  active duty None Prospective  Current
Top motivations identified by current farmers
Pursue farming as a lifestyle 65% 56% 57% 61% 58% 50% 63% 59% 59% 41% 62% NA NA
Promote environmentally friendly 65% 54% 59% 62% 58% 54% 63% 63% 59% 47% 62% NA NA
agricultural practices
Support a sustainable food system 69% 56% 59%* TT%* 50% 54% 60% 63% 54% 50% 58% NA NA
Provide fresh food for their 79% 88% 87% 80% 63% 76% 86% 93%* 78%* 94% 80% NA NA
communities
Top challenges identified by all new and beginning farmers
Having enough time and labor to do 83% 89% 63%* 71%* 83% 80% 88% 88% 83% 45%* 70%* 51%** 73%**
what is needed for the farm
Identifying effective marketing 81% 78% 55%* 46%* 83% 76%* 81%* 81% 78% 58% 49% 56% 47%
strategies
Balancing farming and other jobs 76% 74% 74% 7% 75% 67%* 79%* 76% 75% 42% 59% 53% 57%
they do for income
Understanding and dealing with 41% 35% 42% 36% 25% 32% 43% 50% 35% 37% 48% 54%**  32%**
zoning regulations and other
local and state policies
Obtaining financial resources 50% 48% 51% 47% 33% 56% 48% 54% 49% 52% 47% 48% 49%
needed to farm
Top needs identified by all new and beginning farmers
Feeling supported by their 86% 95% 88% 88% 75% 85% 91% 95% 86% 87% 89% 91% 87%
(potential) customers
Being able to access pertinent 85% 87% 83% 87% 75% 83% 89% 87% 86% 84% 86% 89% 84%
technical and informational
resources for beginning farmers
Being able to talk to and learn from 78%* 95%* 79% 88% 67% 85% 86% 89% 81% 78% 85% 88% 82%
other farmers
Being able to receive more training 80% 84% 87% 75% 83% 73% 84% 83% 81% 81% 81% 85% 78%

and information about different
aspects of managing a farm
business

* p<0.05 ** p<0.001
Fisher's exact test (bold)
Chi-squared test (bold italics)

Note: We compared the top three motivations, needs, and challenges identified by all our beginning farmer respondents, as well as the ones identified as the top three motivations, needs, and challenges by only

the current or prospective farmer respondents. Most of these items did overlap, but some did not. As such, this table includes more than three motivations, needs, and challenges.
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Figure 4. Needs Identified by All Farmers to Help Them Start, Operate, and Sustain a Farm in Indiana, Based on a Survey Question

Using a Five-Point Scale

Being able to talk and learn from other farmers

Feeling supported by my (potential) customers

Being able to access pertinent technical and informational resources for
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Being able to receive more training and information about different aspects
of managing a farm business

Being able to visit other similar farms

Being able to access pertinent financial resources for beginning farmers

Being able to talk to an extension educator or other agricultural
professionals

Feeling support within my own community

Having a way to discuss and communicate with other farmers

Feeling supported by other small-scale farmers
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Feeling supported by larger-scale farms around me
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89% of prospective farmers identified being able to
access pertinent technical and informational re-
sources for beginning farmers as a top factor, and
91% identified feeling supported by their (poten-
tial) customers. In addition, being able to receive
more training and information about different as-
pects of managing a farm business was also consid-
ered important or very important by 85% of pro-
spective farmer respondents. The least important
factors for both current and prospective farmers
were being part of a formal farmer group, associa-
tion, or organization (55% and 41% respectively)
and feeling supported by larger-scale farmers
around them (35% and 26% respectively). The only
differentiating factor in the needs identified by be-
ginning farmers was the age of the respondents.
Specifically, those who were 36 years or older were
more likely to identify “being able to talk to and
learn from other farmers” as an important need for
starting, operating, and sustaining a farm relative to
younger farmers (Fisher’s exact test p=0.01).

Discussion

Production Interests and Motivations

for Farming

Previous studies have suggested that many begin-
ning farmers are interested in agroecological pro-
duction and motivated by nonmonetary reasons
(Ahearn & Newton, 2009; Bessant, 2008; Bruce,
2019; Iles et al., 2020; Iles et al., 2021; Isleib, 2013;
Nelson & Stock, 2018). Indeed, in our study, corn
and soybean, the two crops that make up 36% and
40%, respectively, of farmed acres in Indiana
(USDA NASS, 2019), were the least commonly
produced among current beginning farmers in our
system. Likewise, prospective farmers showed little
interest in these crops. Instead, beginning farmers
in our study were most interested in vegetable and
fruit production. This is consistent with what is
grown by more established small- or medium-scale
farmers in Indiana and in the U.S. more broadly.
Relatedly, the most important motivation for cur-
rent farmers to start, operate, and maintain a farm
in Indiana was to pursue farming as a lifestyle, fol-
lowed by supporting a sustainable food system and
promoting environmentally friendly agricultural
practices, which are very much aligned with the

46

agroecological production paradigm (Bruce, 2019;
Iles et al., 2020; Iles et al., 2021; Kirschenmann,
2010).

Reliance on Pluriactivity

Our study also highlights small- and medium-scale
beginning farmers’ reliance on pluriactivity, or
holding multiple jobs, to sustain their farming
operations and the constant challenges they face
in balancing farming and other jobs. This reliance
on pluriactivity and the associated challenges are
not unique to beginning farmers in Indiana but
affirm trends found elsewhere in North America
(e.g., Bessant, 2008; Bruce, 2019), as well as well-
documented livelihood diversification prevalent in
the process of repeasantization (Nelson & Stock,
2018). Previous literature has argued that the need
for pluriactivity may decrease as farming opera-
tions grow (Thilmany & Ahearn, 2013). Thus,
“industry participants must not overlook the
importance of off-farm income in transitioning a
young and beginning farmet’s operation” (Bubela,
2016, p. 6). Whether pluriactivity truly decreases
over time is a topic for further research. However,
it cannot be assumed that reliance on pluriactivity
is transitional. Anecdotally, several beginning
farmers told our research team that they or their
spouse maintain an off-farm job to not only
supplement their income but also gain access to
health insurance. This echoes findings from
Inwood et al. (2017) and Becot (2020) that
showed that farmers were similarly motivated to
keep off-farm employment to maintain access to
health insurance. This further demonstrates the
ongoing importance of pluriactivity in supporting
small- and medium-scale beginning farmers even
as their farms become more established over time.
Pluriactivity may also help account for our
respondents’ higher overall incomes. Additionally,
it is important to note that some beginning
farmers may not want to farm full-time without
other employment. Rather, previous research has
shown that a portion of beginning farmers aim to
remain part-time and, in some cases, do not seek
to make a profit from their production (Song et
al., 2022; Sutherland et al., 2019). Thus, agricul-
tural extension services and other support infra-
structure should consider how to support begin-
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ning farmers with a variety of profit and employ-
ment goals.

Pluriactivity is also connected with another im-
portant challenge facing beginning farmers in our
study and more broadly—farm labor. Over a third
of our respondents relied on full-time or part-time
farm labor from outside their household. At the
same time, many of these farmers had off-farm
jobs. This is a conundrum facing many beginning
farmers—working off-farm offers crucial opportu-
nities to manage risks associated with transitioning
into agriculture (Bubela, 20106); yet it also equates
to less time available for farming-related work (Sur-
yanata et al., 2021). As noted above, full-time farm-
ing may not be the goal for all beginning farmers.
Nevertheless, the lack of sufficient time to invest in
on-farm labor as well as the direct marketing work
that is necessary for generating sufficient sales was
a repeated challenge for many beginning farmers
(Iles et al., 2021). Beginning farmers often pursue
diversified agricultural production and environ-
mentally friendly farming practices that may require
higher labor inputs (Kremen et al., 2012). This di-
versity in production systems, coupled with their
relatively small farm sizes, may require more man-
ual labor (and consequently time), as technology
commonly used on larger monoculture farms may
not be appropriate for these beginning farmers
(Bruce & Castellano, 2017; Kremen et al., 2012).
This is exacerbated by the documented challenge
of finding and affording reliable labor for small-
scale farmers more broadly (Brown & Miller, 2008;
Bruce & Castellano, 2017; MacAuley & Niewolny,
2015). In short, labor- and time-intensive produc-
tion systems coupled with off-farm job responsibil-
ities can pose significant challenges for small- and
medium-scale beginning farmers to maintain their
operations.

Differentiated Perceptions of Time Constraints
Interestingly, time constraints were perceived dif-
ferently by groups of beginning farmers in our
study. For example, in our study, women were
more likely to perceive the challenge of time and
labor than men. Indeed, it has been shown that
women are more likely to retain domestic responsi-
bilities in addition to on-farm labor (Allen & Sachs,
2007; Sachs et al., 2016) and that balancing these
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demanding responsibilities is a major stress for
women farmers (Shisler & Sbicca, 2019). Currently,
close to half of the beginning farmers in the U.S.
are women (Fremstad & Paul, 2020; USDA NASS,
2019). Our findings point to the need for targeted
support that mitigates time-related challenges and
further research to better understand the reasons
women farmers were challenged by time con-
straints.

At the same time, women in our study wete
less likely than men to identify challenges related
to marketing and were more likely to be motivated
to supportt a sustainable food system. This echoes
previous work showing that women oftentimes
think of farming as a way to nourish themselves
and care for their community (Jarosz, 2011) and
tend to perform predominately feminine-coded
work, including customer support (Shisler &
Sbicca, 2019). While many studies have been con-
ducted in the Global South to look at the role of
women and men within farming households, rela-
tively limited knowledge exists in the Global
North about women’s domestic, productive, and
community labor responsibilities (Ball, 2020;
Brandth, 2002; Meares, 1997; Trauger et al., 2010).
Our study points out the need to further examine
gendered intra-farm dynamics in the U.S., where
the number of women who farm continues to
grow (Fremstad & Paul, 2020; USDA NASS,
2019).

Veterans or active-duty members in our study
also perceived time constraints differently. Specifi-
cally, military beginning farmers were less likely to
view time as a significant challenge than their non-
military counterparts. This could be an extension
of the gendered difference. as a large majority of
the military beginning farmers were men. However,
it has also been suggested that veterans’ skills may
be particularly suited to agriculture (Donoghue et
al., 2014), so they may perceive challenges differ-
ently than non-military beginning farmers. Further-
more, military beginning farmers may have a pen-
sion from their service that supplements their
agricultural income and access to some healthcare
services, which could reduce their need for off-
farm employment. So far, little research has been
done to understand how beginning farmers with
military backgrounds engage in agriculture. More

47



Version of Record at: https://doi.org/10.5304/jafscd.2023.123.003

Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development

ISSN: 2152-0801 online
https://foodsystemsjournal.org

information is needed, especially as federal and
state programs for beginning farmers continue to
target veterans (Donoghue et al., 2014; Fleming,
2015).

Finally, beginning farmers with higher educa-
tion were also more likely to identify time con-
straints as a challenge. This could potentially be at-
tributed to the prevalence of off-farm work among
those with advanced degrees. Other research has
shown that farmers with higher levels of education
were more likely to farm part-time than those with
lower levels of education, in part due to their ac-
cess to higher-paying off-farm work (Jansuwan &
Zander, 2022). As such, full-time on-farm work
would have a higher opportunity cost for those
with advanced degrees than those without. Further
research is needed to better understand this dy-
namic related to the challenges of time and risk
management across different segments of small-
and medium-scale beginning farmers.

Land Access

In addition to time constraints, land access has
been touted as a critical barrier to entering
agriculture for new farmers (Ahearn, 2011; Calo
& De Master, 2016; Horst & Gwin, 2018;
Katchova & Ahearn, 2016). However, in our
study, land access was not ranked among the top
challenges faced by small- and medium-scale
beginning farmers in Indiana. In fact, less than
20% of our respondents leased land to farm from
other landowners, while the rest were the primary
owners of their farmland. The land they owned
had most often been purchased from someone
they did not know (rather than a family member
or friend), suggesting our respondents’ ability to
acquire land with their financial rather than social
capital. While this phenomenon requires addi-
tional research, it may be explained by the fact
that our respondents had relatively high incomes,
supported by their reliance on pluriactivity and
higher education level, and were operating small-
and medium-scale farms. Moreover, the majority
of beginning farmers in our study were over the
age of 35, and many were veterans or active-duty
members. Thus, these individuals may have
resources that younger farmers do not have to
help them access land.
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Access to Information and Social Support
Previous research has demonstrated that the social
aspects of farming, such as connecting with peers
and feeling supported by customers, have im-
portant implications for long-term farm sustaina-
bility and farmer decision-making (Iles et al., 2020;
Jarosz, 2012; Killstrom & Ljung, 2009). While
small- and medium-scale beginning farmers in our
study emphasized the need for social support and
relationships, connecting to other farmers was not
a primary challenge, and these respondents were
reluctant to engage in a formal farmer group, asso-
ciation, or organization. This is unsurprising be-
cause our results also revealed that small- and me-
dium-scale beginning farmers tended to research
information about starting, operating, or sustaining
a small-scale farm on the internet. This may reflect
the time constraints many beginning farmers face,
as finding information online may be considered
more efficient than participating in a formal group.
With a majority of small- and medium-scale begin-
ning farmers mostly relying on their own research
on the Internet, efforts are needed to ensure that
scientifically based information and professional
advice are easily searchable, readily accessible (in
terms of understandability), and engaging for
small- and medium-scale beginning farmers.
Beginning farmers in our study also placed a
high importance on the technical and informational
resources that are pertinent for addressing their
needs and challenges. As argued in many previous
studies, current agricultural extension and educa-
tion programs in the U.S. have been primarily de-
veloped to assist larger-scale commodity agriculture
and are often ill-suited to address the needs and
challenges of small- or medium-scale farmers (Iles
et al., 2020; Meyer et al., 2011). Many extension ed-
ucators may lack the capacity to assist beginning
farmers, who tend to engage in diversified, small-
or medium-scale agricultural systems. beginning
farmers’ technical needs and the challenges of their
production practices, business management, and
marketing can be quite different from those of the
traditional extension clientele of larger-scale com-
modity producers (Iles et al., 2021). For example,
identifying effective direct-marketing strategies was
ranked as one of the top challenges facing begin-
ning farmers in our study. However, intrapersonal
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communication, relationship-building, and the ap-
plication of these skills to direct marketing are sel-
dom the focus of extension-led agricultural out-
reach programs.

Furthermore, there has been some evidence
suggesting that younger generations of small- and
medium-scale farmers may have less trust in formal
institutions such as extension programs than their
older counterparts (Feola et al., 2015; Iles et al.,
2020). Although attending extension workshops or
events may still be important in the foreseeable fu-
ture, many small- or medium-scale beginning farm-
ers in our study expressed the desire for independ-
ent learning. Nevertheless, interactions with other
farmers and visiting farms like theirs were key
sources of information to beginning farmers in our
study. Thus, Extension and other outreach pro-
grams should consider ways to target support sys-
tems that match small- or medium-scale beginning
farmers’ ways of acquiring information. It should
be noted that the majority of beginning farmers in
our study did interact with extension programs to
some degree. This may be due in part to the re-
cruiting efforts we used in this study; however, fur-
ther research could target beginning farmers who
have had less exposure to extension programs or
examine the beginning farmers’ perceptions toward
their past and ongoing interactions with extension
offices and agents. For instance, Purdue Extension
in Indiana has multiple programs dedicated to be-
ginning farmers. It would be beneficial to assess
how beginning farmers perceive this programming
to better understand how to improve current sup-
port systems to address the challenges and needs of
this population.

Further Research and Limitations

Some researchers have cautioned against depicting
beginning farmers as “young, well-educated indi-
viduals, operating smaller farms with a positive
value of farm production, perhaps with access to
farmland through relatives,” as in the 2009 USDA
Agricultural Resource Management Survey
(Ahearn, 2011). However, beginning farmers in our
study were indeed younger and more educated than
the established farmer population, and most of
them had purchased land from someone they did
not know. These demographics may be due to
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changes in the beginning farmer population over
the last decade, but it also suggests there is still a
lot to be learned about the 27% of agricultural pro-
ducers in the U.S. who have been classified as be-
ginning producers (USDA NASS, 2019).

Finally, we want to note that our sampling
frame for the survey was limited by the lack of a
complete database of beginning farmers in the
state. Although our comprehensive recruitment ef-
forts reduced such limitation, we observed two po-
tential biases. First, there was an overrepresenta-
tion of veteran respondents in our survey. One of
our four sources for contacts that we used to con-
struct our sampling frame was a database of partici-
pants in a USDA-funded beginning farmer exten-
sion project, which has an outreach component
targeting veterans who want to start a farm. Sec-
ond, our sampling strategy made it easier to include
farmers with a stronger online presence or those
who attended the conference at which we sampled.
As such, our study highlights a need to identify
more effective strategies to reach and engage with
beginning farmers without an online presence or
those who are less integrated into existing exten-
sion programing.

Conclusion

In Indiana and other places in the midwestern U.S.,
the farmer population mostly consists of experi-
enced yet aging individuals operating large-scale
commodity cropping systems (USDA NASS,
2019). Changes in the current agricultural systems,
coupled with a growing public interest in local and
sustainable food systems, have contributed to a
growing population of beginning farmers (Hin-
richs, 2000; les et al., 2021; Trauger et al., 2010).
Our study shows that small- and medium-scale be-
ginning farmers in Indiana were primarily operat-
ing, or interested in operating, diversified agricul-
ture and were motivated to support local,
environmentally friendly, sustainable food systems.
They relied heavily on pluriactivity and were chal-
lenged to balance on-farm and off-farm responsi-
bilities, access labor, and identify marketing strate-
gies. In addition, these beginning farmers were
more interested in connecting with other farmers
and visiting similar farms than being part of formal
farmer organizations. These results contribute to a
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greater understanding of small- and medium-scale
beginning farmers’ motivations, challenges, and
needs associated with starting and sustaining a
farm. These results can also be used to inform agri-
cultural professionals and organizations in their ef-
forts to tailor technical assistance, outreach, and
other programming to better align with beginning
farmers’ motivations and to address their unique
needs and challenges.

Our study also highlights additional areas of
research. For example, future studies could assess
the gendered division of labor in terms of day-to-
day farming activities, caregiving responsibilities,
and the navigation of multiple jobs (Ball, 2020).
Our study also suggests a need to assess existing
extension programming for small- and medium-
scale beginning farmers to better understand what
type of support structures promote interactions
between agricultural extension and this group of
producers, particularly in comparison to what has
been provided to their larger-scale counterparts.
Finally, it is important to note that while there have
been programming and policy efforts to support
beginning farmers from historically excluded
groups, disparities in land ownership, profit, and
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Survey of Beginning Farmers in
Indiana
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lllustration: Dorling Kindersley, from https://foodfreedom.wordpress.com/

Background and instructions

This survey is part of a research and extension project conducted by Purdue University titled
“Infrastructure, access, community: a plan to support beginning farmers in Indiana.” The objective of
this survey is to learn about what motivates beginning farmers to start a farm, what challenges they

face in starting, operating and sustaining their farm, and what information and resource needs they
may have.

v’ For the purpose of this survey, please use the following definitions:

e Beginning farmers are considered as (1) anyone who has been farming 10 years or less, or (2)
anyone who is interested in starting a farm.

e Small-scale farmers are considered as farmers who operate 250 acres of land or less.

e Veteran farmers are considered as farmers who served or are serving in the U.S. Military.
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Your farm and/or interest in farming

1. Do you currently farm or operate a farm? Check only one

[ ] Yes - If yes, please turn to the next page and start with Question 2. We would greatly appreciate if
you could answer the remainder of the survey.

[ 1 No = If no, please answer the sub-questions below (1a-1f), and then turn to Page 4 and start with
Questions 19. We would greatly appreciate if you could answer the remainder of the survey.

la. Are you interested in starting a farm in Indiana in the future? Check only one
] Yes ] No = If no, please turn to Page 10 to only answer Questions 32-39.

1b. What makes you want to start a farm in Indiana? Check all that apply

[] To pursue farming as a lifestyle

[] To have a place where my family and | can enjoy each other’s work and company

[] To raise children to be close to the food they eat and the soil that supports us

[] To raise my family to understand the importance of hard work

[] To pass down the values, land, and way of farming to future generations

[] To prevent farmland being converted to other uses

[] To increase the presence of small farms

[] To provide fresh food to our communities

[] To contribute to the local food movement

[] To have a place where our community members can see how food is grown/raised

[] To promote environmentally friendly agricultural practices

[] To support a sustainable food system

[] To reduce the ecological impacts of food production, protect the environment, and conserve natural resources
[] To get away from the political, economic, and social structures of our current food system

] To provide income for me and my family

[] To promote local economies

[] Other, please specify:
[] Other, please specify:

1c. Which of the following best describes your current knowledge of starting a farm in Indiana?
Check only one

] No knowledge ] Limited knowledge [] Moderate knowledge  [] Substantial knowledge

1d. What is your level of confidence in your ability to start a farm in Indiana? Check only one
[] Not confident [] Minimally confident ~ [] Moderately confident ~ [] Very confident

1le. Which of the following would you like to grow or do on your future farm in Indiana? Check all that apply

[] Corn and soybean ] Legumes other than soybean

[] Grains [] Vegetables [] Fruit [] Flowers

[] Pastured poultry [] Pastured pigs [] Grass-fed beef [ ] Goats

[] Bees [ Dairy ] Hydroponics ] Aquaponics

[] Organic production [] Permaculture [ Value-added products (e.g., salsa, popcorn)

[] Other, please specify:

1f Generally speaking, which of the following topics related to starting, operating and sustaining a
farm would you like to learn about? Check all that apply

[] Land acquisition [] Access to financial resources
[] Access to additional labor (e.g., hiring and working with interns) ] Access to farm equipment
[] Business management practices [] Marketing strategies

[] Environmentally sustainable farming practices ] Farming with disability

[] Local and state regulations and rules about farming ] Beginning farmer networks

[ Local, state, federal programs that assist beginning farmers to start, operate and sustain a farm
[] Local, state, federal programs that assist military Veterans to start, operate and sustain a farm

[] Other, please specify:
[] Other, please specify:
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2. Which of the following describes your background or experience related to farming prior to
operating your current farm in Indiana? Check all that apply

(] I grew up on a farm, which allowed me to experience the farm life.

[ ] I had family members who owned a farm and | visited when | was growing up.

[] I worked on a farm as a job or internship.

[] I have been interested in farming and learned about farming and farm life on my own.
[] I had no farming background or experience prior to operating my current farm.

[] Other, please specify:

3. In which year did you, personally, first start operating your current farm in Indiana?

4. Which of the following have you grown or done on your farm in the past 12 months? Check all that apply

[] Corn and soybean [] Legumes other than soybean [] Grains

[] Vegetables [ ] Fruit [ ] Flowers

[] Pastured poultry [] Pastured pigs [] Grass-fed beef

[ ] Goats [ ] Bees [] Dairy

(] Hydroponics [] Aquaponics (] Organic production
[ ] Permaculture [] value-added products (e.g., salsa, popcorn)

[] Other, please specify:

5. How many acres of land do you farm? acres

6. How did you acquire the land you farm?  Check all that apply

[ ]I lease the land from others. [] I received the land as a gift.

[] Iinherited the land from a family member. [ ] 1 bought the land from a family member.
[] I bought the land from someone outside of my family but | knew that person before.

[] I bought the land from someone outside of my family who | didn’t know before.

[] Others, please specify:

7. s your home on or immediately next to the land where you farm in Indiana?  Check only one
[]Yes [l No = If no, how far is your home from your farm? miles

8. How many people work on your farm in Indiana, either full-time or part-time, either from your
household or outside of your household, including yourself?

No. of full-time from my household: No. of full-time from outside of my household:
No. of part-time from my household: No. of part-time from outside of my household:

9. Who made/makes decisions about farming practices and the operation of your farm in Indiana?
Check all that apply
[l Me ] My spouse ] My children L] My parents
[] Another family member [] My business partner (] My landlord
[] Other, please specify:

10. How important are the following as reasons for why you started farming in Indiana?
Check only one for each row item

Very Moderately Of little Not
important Important important importance important
To pursue farming as a lifestyle ] ] L] L] L]
To have a place where my family and | can enjoy
each other’s work and company L] L] L] L] [
To raise children to be close to the food they eat and ] [] [] [] O]

the soil that supports us

Volume 12, Issue 3 / Spring 2023 59




Version of Record at: https://doi.org/10.5304/jafscd.2023.123.003

Very Moderately Of little Not
important Important important importance important

[l [l [l [l

To raise my family to understand the importance of
hard work

To pass down the values, land, and way of farming to
future generations

To prevent farmland being converted to other uses
To increase the presence of small farms

To provide fresh food to our communities

To contribute to the local food movement

To have a place where our community members can
see how food is grown/raised

To promote environmentally friendly agricultural practices
To support a sustainable food system

To reduce the ecological impacts of food production,
protect the environment, and conserve natural
resources

To get away from the political, economic, and social
structures of our current food system

To provide income for me and my family
To promote local economies

Other, please specify:
Other, please specify:

Current knowledge and farming practices

11. Generally speaking, what is your current level of knowledge regarding operating and sustaining a
farm? Check only one

[] No knowledge [] Limited knowledge [] Moderate knowledge [ ] Substantial knowledge

[

oo o O ogooodod d
oodg o O oo ooood d
oodg o O oo ooood d
oodg o O oo ooood d
oodg o O oo ooood d

12. Which of the following describes your current familiarity with the following topics related to
starting, operating, and sustaining afarm?  Check only one for each row item

Very Moderately Of little Not
familiar Familiar familiar familiarity familiar

Land acquisition

Access to financial resources

Access to farm equipment

Access to additional labor (e.g., hiring and working with interns)
Business management practices

Marketing strategies

Local and state regulations and rules about farming
Environmentally friendly agricultural practices

Farming with disability

Beginning farmer networks

Local, state, federal programs that assist beginning
farmers to start, operate and sustain a farm

Local, state, federal programs that assist military Veterans
to start, operate and sustain a farm

T 1
T o O
T 1
T 1
T 1
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13. Generally speaking, what is your level of confidence in your ability to operate and sustain your
farm in Indiana? Check only one

[] Not confident [] Minimally confident  [] Moderately confident [ ] Very confident

14. Do you think you have the necessary information and knowledge needed to operate and sustain
your farm? Check only one

[]Yes [ ] No []1don’t know

15. Do you think you have the necessary resources (non-informational) needed to operate and sustain
your farm? Check only one

] Yes [ ] No []1don’t know

16. Which of the following have occurred in the past 12 months?  Check all that apply

[] I sought financial assistance from a local, state or federal program to help me with my farm.

[] 1took a loan to help me with my farm.

[] 1 sought technical assistance from an agricultural or natural resource professional to help me with
farming decision and practices.

[] I obtained information about sustainable farming practices.

[] | participated in workshops, conferences, or information sessions about farming.

[] I searched for information about farming on the Internet.

[] I read about farming in magazines, books, and other publications.

[] I talked to my family about farming and my farm.

[] I talked to my neighboring farmers about farming and my farm.

[] 1 talked to other farmers who is not my neighbor about farming and my farm.

[] Other, please specify:

[ ] None of the above

17. Do you have a business management plan for your farm in Indiana?
[] Yes > If yes, do you find your business management plan useful?

[]Yes [ ] No [] 1 don’t know
[INo = If no, do you plan to develop a business management plan?
[]Yes [ ] No []1don’t know
18. How do you market and sell your products? Check all that apply
[ ] Sell on farm [ ] Have a website to sell via the Internet
[] Sell on the side of the road [] Send flyers and mailers to potential customers
[] Sell to restaurants [] Establish personal contact with potential customers directly
[] Sell in a farmers’ market [] Sell through a CSA (community-supported agriculture) program

[] Other, please specify:

Challenges and needs

19. In terms of starting, operating and sustaining a farm in Indiana, how challenging has the following
been for you personally? Check only one for each row item

Great Moderate  Little Not a
challenge Challenge challenge challenge challenge

Secure the land needed to farm L] L] [] [] ]
Secure the equipment needed to farm ] (] (] ] ]
Decide what to grow/raise on my farm ] [] [] ] ]
Decide what farming techniques and practices to use ] ] ] ] ]
Obtain information to answer questions about my farm ] ] ] ] ]
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Great Moderate  Little Not a
challenge Challenge challenge challenge challenge
Sift through different sources of information to find what ] ] [] [] []

| need to know

Understand and deal with zoning regulations and other
local and state policies

Deal with local and state politics related to operating a
farm

Know who to contact when | have a question about my
farm

Obtain financial resources needed to farm

Have enough time/labor to do what is needed for the farm

Understand the environmental impacts of my farming
practices

Get along with other farmers in my area (town/county)

Find emotional and other support from peer farmers or
people who are interested in farming

Understand the business side of operating a farm

Identify effective marketing strategies

Have to balance farming and other jobs | do for income

Deal with family issues (e.g., stress from farming, lack of
time spent with family, lack of understanding from family)

Other, please specify:

0o O goo ogodogd o d
0o O goo ogodogd o d
0o O goo ogodogd o d
0o O goo ogodogd o d
0o O goo ogodogd o d

Other, please specify:

20. In terms of helping you start, operate and sustain a farm, how important would you rate the
following items?  Check only one for each row item

Very Moderately Of little Not
important Important important importance important

Being able to visit other similar farms

Being able to talk to and learn from other farmers

Being able to talk to an Extension educator or other
agricultural professionals

Being part of a formal farmer group, association or
organization

Being part of an informal farmer group

Feeling supported by other small-scale farmers

Feeling supported by larger-scale farms around me

Feeling supported by my (potential) customers

Feeling supported within my own community

Having a way to discuss and communicate with other
farmers

Being able to receive more training and information
about different aspects of managing a farm business

Being able to access pertinent technical and
informational resources for beginning farmers

O O/ 0| dogugoo o dod
0O 0O/00gugoo o dod
0O 0O/00gugoo o dod
0O 0O/00gugoo o dod
0O 0O/00gugoo o dod

Being able to access pertinent financial resources for
beginning farmers
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Communication and information sources

21. If you are searching for information about starting, operating, or sustaining a small-scale farm,
where would you go or who would you ask? Check all that apply

[] Purdue Extension educators in my county or nearby counties

[ ] Purdue Extension website

[] Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education Program (SARE)
[] Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS)

[] Soil and Water Conservation Districts (SWCD)

[] Farm Service Agency

[] Indiana State Department of Agriculture

[] Indiana Small Farm Conferences or other conferences

[] Farmer associations and groups (e.g., Local Growers’ Guild)

[ ] Farmer Veteran Coalition

[] AgrAbility

[] Industry groups or organizations, such as the Indiana Farm Bureau
[ ] Farm Credit Services

[] Academic research papers

] My own research on the Internet

[] Farmers | know who started and are operating a small-scale farm
[ ] Farmers who started and/or operating big farms

] Private crop advisors or other types of agricultural consultants

[] Other, please specify:

22. What do you prefer in terms of searching for or receiving information about farming?
Check all that apply

[ ] Mobile texting [ ] Facebook L] Twitter [] Blogs [ ] Websites
[] Local newspapers [ ] Radio programs  [] TV programs [ ] Phone calls [ ] Emails
[] Agricultural professionals pay a personal visit to my farm (] Word of mouth

[] Direct mailing of hard-copy flyers, brochures, newsletters and other publications
] Face-to-face workshops, training, and other informational events

(] Online workshops, webinars, training, and other informational events

[] Other, please specify:

23. On average, how often have you interacted with and/or received information from the following
individuals and entities since you became a farmer or interested in farming?
Check only one for each row item

Several
times a
month
Once a
month
Several
times a
year
Twice a
year
Once a
year
Once
years

Never

Purdue Extension educators

Natural Resources Conservation Service professionals

Soil and Water Conservation Districts professionals

Indiana State Department of Agriculture professionals

Other government agencies, such as:

Local, state or national non-profit organizations or farmer
associations and groups (e.g., Local Growers’ Guild, Farmer
Veteran Coalition, Indiana Young Farmers’ Association, etc.)

Industry groups or organizations (e.g., Indiana Farm
Bureau, Indiana Beef Cattlemen’s Association, etc.)

OO0 O Oooog ©Onea
OO0 O OOOO0 evenyfew

OO0 0O goood
OO0 0O goood
OO0 0O goood
OO0 0O goood
OO0 0O goood

Private crop advisors or other agricultural consultants

OO0 0O goood
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24, What was your aforementioned interaction with agricultural or natural resource professionals
about? Check all that apply

| had questions, received information, or obtained assistance about:

[] Land acquisition [ ] Access to financial resources
[ ] Access to additional labor (e.g., hiring and working with interns) [] Access to farm equipment
[] Business management practices [] Marketing strategies

] Environmentally sustainable farming practices [] Farming with disability

[] Local and state regulations and rules about farming [] Beginning farmer networks

[] Local, state, federal programs that assist beginning farmers to start, operate and sustain a farm

[] Local, state, federal programs that assist military Veterans to start, operate and sustain a farm

[] Having an Extension educator visit their farm

[] Attending an Extension workshop or event

[] Visiting a demonstration site or other small-scale farms

[] Other, please specify:

[ ] Not applicable, because | have not interacted with any agricultural and natural resource professionals
about my farm.

Your farming community and support

25. Do you know any of the following types of individuals in Indiana personally?
Check only one for each row item

Yes No Don’t know
Individuals who are interested in starting a farm but have not yet ] L] L]
Beginner farmers (less than 10 years of experience) ] ] ]
Experienced farmers (10 years or more experience) ] ] ]
Small-scgle farmers (those who tend to grow or produce a variety of [ ] ]
crops or livestock products on smaller tracts of land)
Larger-scale farmers (those who tend to grow mostly corn and soybean [ [ [

on larger tracts of land )

26. On average, how often have you interacted with any of the following types of individuals in Indiana

since you became a farmer or interested in farming? Check only one for each row item
£ES ZEE EE gE 7 g7 oz% 2

@) ns @) ns = @] o

(]
Individuals who are interested in starting a farm u ] ] ] H H n n

but have not yet
Other small-scale farmers in my town O ] ] ] (] (] ] ]
Larger-scale farmers in my town ] ] ] ] ] ] ] ]
Other small-scale farmers in my county OJ O U] U] L] L] ] ]
Larger-scale farmers in my county O ] ] ] ] [] [] ]
Other small-scale farmers in the state of Indiana  [] ] ] ] L] (] (] (]
Larger-scale farmers in the state of Indiana ] ] ] ] L] L] ] ]
Other small-scale farmers outside of Indiana O ] ] ] L] (] (] ]
Larger-scale farmers outside of Indiana ] ] ] ] ] ] ] ]
7
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27. Since you became a farmer or interested in farming, have you worked with, helped, or been helped
by any of the following types of individuals in Indiana for farming-related reasons?

Check only one for each row item

Yes

Don’t know

Individuals who are interested in starting a farm but have not yet

Other small-scale farmers in my town

Larger-scale farmers in my town

Other small-scale farmers in my county

Larger-scale farmers in my county

Other small-scale farmers in the state of Indiana

Larger-scale farmers in the state of Indiana

Other small-scale farmers outside of Indiana

Larger-scale farmers outside of Indiana

T 4 1

OO0O0oO0ooods

T 4 1

28. Where do your interactions with other farmers or individuals who are interested in starting a farm

occur? Check all that apply

[ ] At the farmers' markets

(] On my or other people’s farms when we visit each other
] In my town community center

(] In my local stores

[] Via workshops, conferences, or information sessions organized by Purdue Extension
[] Via workshops, conferences, or information sessions organized by a government agency, such as

NRCS, SWCD, ISDA

[] Via workshops, conferences, or information sessions organized by an industry group or organization,

such as Indiana Farm Bureau and Indiana Beef Cattlemen’s Association

[] Via a non-profit organization or farmer association, such as Local Growers’ Guild, Farmer Veteran

Coalition, and Indiana Young Farmers’ Association

] Through an internet-based tool, such as Facebook, blog, or a farmer organization chatroom

[] Other, please specify:

[] Other, please specify:

29. Generally speaking, where do you feel support for you and your farm come from?

Check only one for each row item

Strong
support

Support

Moderate Of little No

support

support  support

Other individuals who are interested in starting a farm but
have not yet

[

[

[

[

Other small-scale farmers in my town

Larger-scale farmers in my town

Other small-scale farmers in my county

Larger-scale farmers in my county

Other small-scale farmers in the state of Indiana

Larger-scale farmers in the state of Indiana

Other small-scale farmers outside of Indiana

Larger-scale farmers outside of Indiana

Various farmers' markets | go to

Various CSAs that | am connected to

My spouse/partner

1 o o

My family beyond my spouse/partner

(O

1 o o

1 o o

1 o o
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Strong Moderate Of little No
support  Support support support support

Other individuals who are interested in starting a farm but

have not yet

Other small-scale farmers in my town

Larger-scale farmers in my town

Other small-scale farmers in my county

My non-farming friends

My farming friends

Extension educators or other agricultural professionals

The farmer group, association or organization | am part of

The social media that | am connected to (e.g., Facebook
friends, twitter followers, blogs, chatrooms, etc.)

Other, please specify:

Other, please specify:

I T
I A O
I T
I T
I T

30. Are you a member of a formal or informal farmer group, association or organization?

[]No

[ ] Yes > If yes, what is the name of your group, association or organization?

If yes, how is your farmer/producer/grower group, association or organization beneficial
to you? Check all that apply

[] My group, association or organization operates a website that | can use to market my farm
products.

[] My group, association or organization sends out event notifications.

[] My group, association or organization keeps me informed about state and federal regulations.

[] | see my group, association or organization as a source of support, advice, or help.

[ ] I meet and network with other farmers/producers/growers through my group, association or
organization.

[] Other, please specify:

31. How much do you agree with the following statements describing what you consider as your
community regarding farming? Check only one for each row item

Strongly Strongly Don’t
agree  Agree Disagreedisagree know

How | think about my community is tied to where | live and farm
(e.g., my town, my county, etc.) L] L] L] L] L]

| consider the customers of my farm products part of my community.

| consider other small-scale farmers in my town or county part of
my community.

| consider other larger-scale farmers in my town or county part of
my community.

Farmers are farmers, and there is no big difference between
small-scale and larger-scale farming.

I have an "inner circle" of people who do not farm that | rely on for
support, advice, or help regarding my farm.

I have an "inner circle" of people who farm that | rely on for
support, advice, or help regarding my farm.

There is an overlap between my circle of peer farmers and my
social circle.

N I Y I O
N I Y I O
N I Y I O

N I Y I O

N I Y I O
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Strongly Strongly Don’t
agree  Agree Disagreedisagree know

Small-scale farming is a hard job that can only be understood by
other small-scale farmers.

Small-scale farming can be an isolating endeavor.

Small-scale farming is not easy work, but | find its benefits to me,
my family, and my community outweigh the difficulties.

| sometimes just want to talk to someone about what | am going
through as a small-scale farmer.

The idea of small-scale farmers supporting and helping each
other is great but hard to make it reality.

| don’t care what others are saying about my farming practices as
long as | can make a good living.

As part of a small-scale farming community, | care about what
others think about my farming practices.

Being part of a small-scale farmer community is important to me.

It is important to me that | have the ability to provide support,
advice, or help to other small-scale farmers.

It is important to me that other small-scale farmers would
provide support, advice, or help to me when needed.

Demographics

32. Are you a military veteran or active duty member?  Check only one

O ogd oo o dgonf
O ogd oo o dgonf
O ogd oo o dgonf
O ogd oo o dgonf
O ogd oo o dgonf

] No []Yes
33. What is your ethnicity? Check only one
] Hispanic ] Non-Hispanic
34. What is your age? | am years old.

35. What is your gender? Check only one
] Male [ ] Female [] Other [] Prefer not to answer

36. What is the highest degree or level of school you have completed? Check only one

[] Less than high school/GED [] High school/GED [] Some college

[] Associate’s degree [] Bachelor’s degree [] Graduate degree
37. What is your household’s annual income? Check only one

[] Less than $25,000 [] $25,000 to $49,999 (] $50,000 to $99,999

[ ] $100,000 to $149,999 [ ] $150,000 to $199,999 [] $200,000 or more

38. On average, what percentage of your household’s annual income is derived from your farm?
percent

39. On average, what percentage of your household’s annual income is derived from off-farm sources?
percent

10
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If there are any additional comments about information and/or resources you may need to
help you start, operate and sustain your farm or concerns that you would like to share, please
write them below.

Thank you for participating in this survey!
Please return your completed questionnaire in the self-addressed, postage-paid envelope
provided.

If you would like a copy of the summary results of this survey, please print your name and
address on the back of the return envelope.
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