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The USDA Economic Re-
search Service recently
reported on the well

being of farm operator house-
holds emphasizing that the
financial picture is not the
same as the financial per-
formance of the farm busi-
nesses because of the

interests of landlords, contractors, and others
outside the farm household.

In studying households of principal operators
of family farms, the USDA economists used the
USDA definition of a farm. So the majority of
these farms are small farms and one where the
majority of the farm business ownership is held
by related individuals. So in 2006 about 96 per-
cent of all farms were family farms.

Farm program payments. Less than half of all
farms receive farm payments from commodity
or conservation programs. And two-thirds of
those that receive payments receive less than
$10,000 – a relatively small amount of income
compared to their other income sources and
their wealth position. Most farms are family
farms, and small family farms account for most
farms but produce a modest share of farm out-
put.

Labor on and off the farm. One of the major
choices that affects financial well being is how
farm operators and their spouses allocate their
labor to farm and off-farm work. Farming is not
a single career choice for most farm households.
Off-farm employment is increasingly common
for both farm operators and their spouses. Farm
operators and spouses work in a variety of busi-
ness types.

Age and income. More than one-quarter of
farm operators are age 65 or older. The average
of all U. S. heads of households is much
younger. One reasons for the age structure of
farmers is the farm’s status as the family home.
More than 20 percent of farm operators report
they are retired. They adjust to farming by op-
erating their farms at a smaller scale or partic-
ipating in the Conservation Reserve Program.

Education status. The education level of farm
operators is very similar to a profile of all U. S.
householders. The highest education level for
the majority of farmers and U. S. householders
is to graduate from high school and perhaps a
few years of college. Only about one-quarter
graduate from college with a four year degree or
more. This similar degree of educational attain-
ment of farm operators and all U. S. house-
holders is a relatively new situation compared
with the 1960s when only 4 percent of farmers
had graduated from college. While some may
consider formal education less important for a

farmer than for other occupations because
much of a farmer’s skills are gained through ex-
perience, formal education attained contributes
to a farmer’s ability of adapt to the changing
agricultural marketplace and adopt new farm-
ing practices. Higher education is also finan-
cially rewarding for the majority of farmers who
are employed in the nonfarm economy.

Farm operator gender. Although most farm
operators are men, about 10 percent of princi-
pal farm operators are women. This figure rep-
resents a significant increase from 25 years ago
when less than 5 percent were women. Women
generally operate farms that are smaller than
average, and over the past 20 years have diver-
sified their operations that include not only cat-
tle, but also horses, aquaculture, and fur
bearing animals.

Labor allocation. Farming is not the single,
nor even primary, career choice for most farm
households. Off farm activity may take more of
their time than their farm work In about one-
third of farm operator households. Both the op-
erator and spouse work off the farm. Farm
spouses are just as likely to allocate time to off
farm work as are operators. How farm operators
and spouses allocate their time is what they
consider to be their major occupation or the
work activity in which they allocate the majority
of their work time. Operators were just as likely
to identify nonfarm work as their major occu-
pation as they were farming or ranching.
Spouses were most likely to identify nonfarm
work as their major occupation, although about
one-third indicated they did not work outside
the home.

This information about farm households
raises the question: What should be the defini-
tion of a farm? Currently the agricultural cen-
sus defines a farm as any operation producing
at least $1000 worth of products. Should the
USDA only identify farms as operations where
the operator’s principal occupation is farming
and increase the minimum amount of produc-
tion? Should those living on property in rural
areas whose principal occupation is not farm-
ing and producing a limited amount of agricul-
tural products be counted only as rural
residents? Since many states receive federal
benefits based on the number of farms, agricul-
tural officials in many states would oppose any
changes in the definition that would decrease
farm numbers.

As we study these reports on farm house-
holds, the main point to remember is that the
reports on farm income are different from the fi-
nancial situation of individual farm households
where part or most of the income comes from
off-farm employment. ∆
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