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The rural West has experienced dramatic demographic and economic 
transformations during the past decade. The makeup of farm operators 
has changed significantly, and enterprises are increasingly at greater 
production, financial, marketing, human, and institutional risks. Given 
the importance of university outreach education to the future of agri-
culture, a better understanding of farm operators, including what they 
perceive to be the greatest threats to their operations, is required in 
order to effectively design risk management education.

While there is anecdotal evidence of the changing traditional farm 
operator profile, less attention has been devoted to identifying new 
Cooperative Extension clientele and their educational needs. In 2006, 
the authors of this report, in cooperation with the United States 
Department of Agriculture National Agricultural Statistics Service 
(NASS), conducted a statistically valid survey of farmers and ranchers 
in Arizona, Colorado, and Wyoming. The questionnaire was designed 
to discover the demographics, preferences for learning methodologies, 
perceived threats, and information demands of today’s farmers.

Empirical analyses were conducted using survey data from 2,645 farm 
operators. Survey results will enable extension to meet the educational 
needs of a broader audience and be used to help develop risk manage-
ment education programs and materials for target specific audiences. 
The end result will be twofold: a more efficient use of already scarce 
extension resources and an enhanced adoption rate of risk manage-
ment strategies by agricultural producers. 

Project Summary
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The rural West has experienced dramatic demo-
graphic and economic transformations during the 
past decade. The makeup of farm operators has 
changed significantly, and enterprises are increas-
ingly at greater production, financial, marketing, 
human, and institutional risks. Therefore, university 
outreach education has become rather critical in the 
economic sustainability of western farm operations. 
Although a great deal is known about agriculture’s 
contribution to the economy, much less is known 
about the changing role of farm operators and the 
behavioral and institutional factors that promote or 
impede agricultural growth in the West. 

While anecdotal evidence suggests the profile of 
farm operators is changing, not much attention has 
been devoted to actually identifying new extension 
clientele and their educational needs. Yet, in an 
attempt to determine the current needs and learn-
ing preferences of the existing extension clientele, 
university extension services across the West have 
conducted numerous needs assessments. 

In 2004 and 2006, the University of Arizona 
conducted two such studies: one involving county 
extension employees and cooperators and the other 
targeted at all University of Arizona personnel. 
The first study obtained information about the 

operator’s perceived needs and the future direction 
county level extension activities should take, while 
the second study looked at recognition of extension 
and extension activities outside the College of 
Agricultural and Life Sciences. The first study 
provided important insight into critical issues facing 
extension clientele, while the subsequent study 
highlighted the disconnect between actual extension 
activities and the university administration’s 
perception of extension activities. Neither touched 
upon the possibility of new extension clientele. 

The University of Wyoming also conducted a thor-
ough needs assessment in 2004 through a series of 
focus groups and a written survey to learn where 
extension and research should focus their efforts. 
This study included university personnel and state-
wide extension clientele. Also in 2004, the Univer-
sity of Idaho completed a comprehensive study of 
Idaho residents to determine the current critical 
issues and client preferences for receiving informa-
tion and training. This study randomly sampled 
Idaho residents, including individuals who were not 
familiar with extension. In a more recent study, the 
University of Nevada College of Extension complet-
ed a comprehensive needs assessment. Researchers 
surveyed a total of 2,486 producers statewide with 

CHAPTER 1
Introduction
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a 20 percent response rate—572 returned question-
naires. This assessment provided excellent insight 
into Nevada’s critical agricultural issues.

Each of the above studies resulted in a list of critical 
issues facing the residents in each state and helped 
determine, to some degree, the relevance of exten-
sion and extension activities. However, the studies 
either tended to cover a broad range of topics and 
audiences or they dealt with the internal structure 
of extension and outreach activities. This prompted 
researchers and educators from the University of 
Arizona, Colorado State University, and the Univer-
sity of Wyoming to develop the Rural Family Ven-
tures Survey, a tri-state study that took a closer look 
at the more traditional extension audience (agricul-
ture producers) and clearly identified the changing 
characteristics of this group. 

The principal objectives of this report are: to assist 
in the discovery of new extension clientele in the 
West, to identify the risk factors that lead to their 
vulnerability, and to identify effective methods 
for delivering outreach education. The empirical 
analyses were conducted in 2006 using a farm level 
data survey of 2,645 farm operators in the states of 
Arizona, Colorado, and Wyoming. The authors of 
this report worked in cooperation with the United 
States Department of Agriculture National Agricul-
tural Statistics Service (NASS).

According to the 2002 Census of Agriculture, there 
are 48,085 farmers and ranchers in the states of 
Arizona, Colorado, and Wyoming. Farms having 
less than 180 acres account for almost 55 percent of 
all farms, and farms with sales of less than $50,000 
account for 78 percent of all farms. 

The survey’s target population was farm operations 
with annual sales of less than $50,000. To ensure a 

representative sample from each state, surveys were 
allocated based on the overall small farm population 
in each state. The total response rate was 53.6 per-
cent with a total of 2,645 surveys completed. Data 
were collected on small operator’s demographics, 
sources of risk, information sources and preferences, 
resource management, and income status, enabling 
researchers to empirically examine and identify new 
clientele with respect to their socioeconomic status.

To accomplish the stated objectives, various tools 
of multi-variate statistical analysis, including clus-
ter analysis, and classification techniques were 
employed. Preliminary findings suggest that new 
clientele comprise farm operators who have never 
received information from Cooperative Extension, 
those who are at financial and production risks, and 
operators whose farm income accounts for more 
than 50 percent of total household income. Results 
show there is disconnect between what farmers 
perceive to be their educational needs and what 
extension educators are actually teaching. Also, re-
searchers found that most western states producers 
prefer to receive outreach educational materials by 
mail, rather than by attending traditional workshops 
or browsing web media.

The changing demographic of small farm opera-
tors is currently the subject of concern both in the 
U.S. and around the world. Clear identification of 
new clientele and more effective methods of deliver-
ing outreach education will not only enhance the 
effectiveness of current extension  programs, but 
will help in the development of well-targeted new 
programs. Therefore, policy results derived from 
this report will have a significant impact on outreach 
educators in the western U.S. and similar agricul-
tural regions.
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The Census of Agriculture is a leading source of 
statistics – and the only source of consistent and 
comparable data – regarding agricultural production 
at county, state, and national levels. Since 1982, the 
census has been taken on a 5-year cycle, collecting 
data for years ending in 2 and 7. The census was 
conducted by the U.S. Department of Commerce 
until 1997 when responsibility of the survey was 
transferred to NASS.

First defined in the 1974 census, a farm is “any 
place from which $1,000 or more of agricultural 
products were produced and sold, or normally 
would have been sold, during the census year.” Fed-
eral farm program payments are regarded as sales for 
the purpose of definitional eligibility. 

A broad view of the demographical characteristics 
of farms and farm operators in the states of Arizona, 
Colorado, and Wyoming can be found in the Cen-
sus of Agriculture, which provides the total number 
of farms; farms by size, in terms of both acreage and 
annual sales; operator gender; operator age; and op-
erator race and ethnicity. Census data also identifies 
operator residency and days worked off-farm. The 
characteristics of farms and farm operators identified 
in this chapter will serve as a baseline for analysis of 
the survey data presented in subsequent chapters of 
this report.

CHAPTER 2 
Agriculture in the West

Farms

State 2002 1997
Arizona 7,294 8,507

Colorado 31,369 30,197

Wyoming 9,422 9,443

Total for 3 States 48,085 48,147

Census Data: Total Number of Farms

2002 1997
1 to 9 Acres

Arizona 2,331 2,484

Colorado 2,813 3,046

Wyoming 477 421

10 to 49 Acres

Arizona 1,900 1,885

Colorado 7,474 6,253

Wyoming 1,536 1,207

50 to 179 Acres

Arizona 1,115 1,356

Colorado 6,956 6,253

Wyoming 1,748 1,631

Census Data: Number of Farms by Farm Size (Acres)
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In 2002, Arizona, Colorado, and Wyoming had 
a total of 48,085 farms, down from 48,147 farms 
in 1997. While farm size varied significantly, 35 
percent of the farms were smaller than 50 acres in 
2002. The number of Arizona and Colorado farms 
in the “1 to 9 acre” category declined from 1997 
to 2002, but the number of Wyoming farms in the 
same category increased. The number of “10 to 49 
acre” farms increased in all three states. Arizona’s 
farm numbers declined for all other categories; how-
ever, in Colorado and Wyoming, the number of “50 
to 179 acre” farms increased, while farm numbers 
declined for all other size categories. Average farm 
size by number of acres increased by approximately 
450 acres in Arizona, decreased in Colorado, and 
remained constant in Wyoming.

Furthermore, in 2002, there were 37,772 farms in 
Arizona, Colorado, and Wyoming with annual gross 
sales of less than $50,000. These farms accounted 
for 78 percent of all farms in the three states, which 
was a 3 percent increase from 1997, according to 
the Census of Agriculture.

Census data show the number of farms with annual 
agricultural sales of less than $2,500  significantly 
increased from 1997 to 2002 in Colorado and 
Wyoming and remained unchanged in Arizona. The 
same data indicate the number of farms in all other 
“value of sales” classifications  decreased in the 
three states--with one exception. There was a slight 
increase in the number of Colorado farms having 
annual sales in the $2,500 to $4,999 range.

Farm Ownership
Census data from 2002 and 1997 indicate the 
number of sole-proprietor farms in Colorado and 
Wyoming increased during the 5-year period. The 
number of partnerships and family-held corpora-
tions operating farms decreased in all three states. 
Furthermore, the number of acres controlled by 
family-held corporations decreased by more than 
3.2 million acres from 1997 to 2002. Non-family 
held corporation numbers declined in Arizona and 
Colorado but increased slightly in Wyoming from 
1997 to 2002. Other types of farming organiza-

State 2002 1997
Arizona 5,795 

(79%)
6,680 
(79%)

Colorado 25,260 
(81%)

22,835 
(76%)

Wyoming 6,617 
(70%)

6,377 
(68%)

Total for 3 States 37,672 
(78%)

35,892 
(75%)

Census Data: Farms with Annual Sales Less than $50,000. 
(Percentages are for all farms.)

Percentages are for all farms.

Census Data: Farm Type

Census Data: Farm Ownership
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tions (cooperatives, institutions, etc.) decreased in 
Arizona and Wyoming but increased in Colorado.

Most farm operators own their farms. In 2002, 
Arizona had the highest percentage of farms with 
full operator ownership at 78 percent; two-thirds 
of Colorado’s farms were operator owned; and 59 
percent of Wyoming farms were operator owned. 
This was an increase of 5 to 7 percent from the 
1997 census data. The percentage of farms partially 
owned or rented by operators declined from 1997 
to 2002.

Farm Residency
A large percentage of farm operators claim their pri-
mary residences as “on farm.” The number of farm 
operators in the three states who claimed primary 
residence on a farm increased by 13.6  percent from 
1997 to 2002; however, there was a small decrease 
in such farm operators in Arizona.

Most farm operators in Arizona, Colorado, and Wy-
oming have lived on their present farms 10 or more 
years, with 18 years being the average in 2002. This 
was an increase of about 6 months from the 1997 
census. Arizona farm operators claimed a shorter 
residency on their present farms (16.5 years) than 
farm operators in Colorado (18.6 years) and Wyo-
ming (18.8 years). From 1997 to 2002, census data 
show a significant decrease in the number of farm 
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operators living on their present farms for 4 years or 
less. Conversely, the number of farm operators liv-
ing on their  farms for 10 years or more significantly 
increased during the same time period.

Farm Operator Age
The average age of farm operators in Arizona and 
Wyoming declined from 1997 to 2002, while the 
average age of Colorado farm operators increased 
during those years. Census data for the three states 
show that of those people aged 34 years and young-
er, fewer are becoming farm operators. During the 
same period, there was a 10 percent increase in the 
number of farm operators in the 45 to 54, 55 to 59, 
and 60 to 64 years of age categories.

Census Data: Age of Farm Operators
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Farm Operator Gender
The number of female farm operators in Colorado 
and Wyoming increased significantly from 1997 to 
2002, while the number of female farm operators in 
Arizona remained statistically constant for the same 
period. The number of male farm operators in the 
three states decreased approximately 5 percent (5.06 
percent) between 1997 and 2002.

Off-Farm Employment
Both the number of farm operators working any 
time off-farm and not working off-farm at all 
increased from 1997 to 2002. Farm operators not 
working off-farm accounted for 38 percent of all 
farm operators in 1997 and 44 percent of farm 
operators in 2002. The most significant increase in 
farm operators working off-farm was in the category 
of “200 or more days worked off-farm.” There was 
an almost 8 percent increase in the number of farm 
operators who worked 200 or more days off-farm. 
Arizona was the exception to this trend, with a de-
creased number of farm operators working any days 
(and all sub-categories) off-farm.

Summary
From 1997 to 2002, Census of Agriculture data 
show several demographic changes in the farm and 
ranch population. Although, the total number of 
all farms in Arizona, Colorado, and Wyoming was 
relatively unchanged during the 5-year period, there 
was significant growth in the number of small farms. 
In addition, 78 percent of all farms have annual 
gross sales of less than $50,000. Most operators 
have off-farm employment, with a growing number 
working off-farm 200 or more days per year. Most 
farm operators own and live on their own farms and 
operate them as sole proprietorships. These farms 
and ranches are increasingly being operated by fe-
males. And while the average age of farm operators 
in Arizona and Wyoming declined from 1997 to 
2002, the average age of Colorado farm operators 
increased during the same period.  
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In an attempt to provide information to western 
land-grant universities, educators and researchers 
from the University of Arizona, Colorado State Uni-
versity, and the University of Wyoming developed 
and distributed Rural Family Ventures, a seven-part 
survey, to farm operators in the three states. The 
survey specifically targeted operations with annual 
sales of less than $50,000.

The survey sections included:

• Reasons for Involvement. These survey ques-
tions were designed to show why an individual 
chose a particular operation, the level of com-
mitment to the business and the property, 
thoughts about risk, and general characteriza-
tions of the operator. 

• Information Preferences. In an attempt to 
provided insight as to where and how operators 
obtain information, this section focused on 
dissemination possibilities. Five questions 
revolved around Cooperative Extension, 
including 4-H programming.

• Resource Management. Three subsections fell 
into this overall category. The first subsection 
pertained to topics like acres managed, water 
sources, chemical use, conservation, and niche 
markets such as organic, natural or free-range, 
and other specialty products. The second subsec-
tion pertained to crop enterprises and irrigation, 
and the third solicited information about animal 
enterprises, feed sources, and grazing strategies. 

CHAPTER 3 
Survey Design and  
Sampling Procedure

• Income Issues.  Respondents were asked  
about marketing techniques, financing, and the 
financial contribution of the operation to total 
household income. Other questions revolved 
around business structure, Schedule F income 
tax forms, operation size, and other sources of 
farm income.

• Demographics. Survey responses in this sec-
tion indicated how rural operators consider 
their property and whether or not a primary 
residence is located on the property. A series 
of questions asked for specific demographic in-
formation about the two primary operators for 
the agricultural operation, including current zip 
code and previous work experience.

Survey: Instrument
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Survey Process
The survey design team collaborated with NASS to 
conduct the survey. The Colorado office, a NASS 
regional mailing center, managed the first and 
second survey mailings, in addition to the postcard 
follow-up mailing. The Wyoming office, a NASS 
regional call center, provided the telephone follow-
ups, as well as the data entry for all survey returns. 

To ensure a representative sample from each state, 
survey instruments were allocated based on popu-
lation of small farm operators in each state. The 
sample was drawn using NASS population density 
information for the target population (farm op-
erations with annual sales of less than $50,000). 
Geographic representation also was considered in 
selecting the final sample frame. 

The survey was mailed to farm operators selected 
from various NASS databases. A follow-up postcard 
was mailed one week later. A second copy of the 
instrument was mailed about one week after the 
postcard. Finally, operators who did not return their 
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surveys were interviewed by phone, one month fol-
lowing the initial mailing and then about two weeks 
later. Multiple researchers collected responses dur-
ing each one-week calling period.

Survey Response
The agreement with NASS specified a survey return 
rate of at least 50 percent. The mail-out response 
percentage, calculated on returns received for the 
mailed instrument only, was 49.54 percent return. 
At 51.84 percent, Wyoming reported the highest 
rate of return by mail.

Following the survey mailing, a postcard reminder 
was sent to those people who had not yet returned 
their surveys. Non-respondents were contacted by 
phone in an attempt to reach the 50 percent return 
rate. The goal was reached in Colorado, Wyoming, 
and for the total. Although there was not a 50 
percent return rate in Arizona, NASS statisticians 
noted that sufficient surveys had been completed for 
statistically valid analysis.

A total of 2,645 surveys were completed across the 
three states for a total response rate of 53.6 percent. 
The total rate of return included returns from both 
mailed instruments and telephone follow-up. The 
lowest total rate of return was reported by Arizona 
at 47.57 percent, while the highest total rate of 
return was reported by Wyoming at 54.95 percent. 

Survey respondents were distributed across each 
participating state, with good representation from 
both heavy urban counties and rural counties. In 
Arizona, the majority of responses came from the 
state’s most populated areas; however, every county 
had at least one observation, and there was strong 
coverage in the southwestern portion of the state. 
Colorado had a well-distributed return with only 
two areas showing a slightly larger concentration 
than the rest of the state. Wyoming was similar to 
the other states in its response distribution.

State
Surveys 
Mailed

Surveys 
Returned Percent

Surveys and 
Interviews Percent

Arizona 742 319 43.0% 353 47.6%

Colorado 3,298 1,662 50.4% 1,798 54.5%

Wyoming 899 466 51.8% 494 54.9%

Total for 3 
States

4,939 2,447 49.5% 2,645 53.6%

Survey: Response Rate

Survey: Response Density

Survey: Responses in Arizona
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Summary
The survey instrument was designed to collect 
information about today’s agricultural operators in 
an attempt to discover new clientele for Coopera-
tive Extension services across the West. The ques-
tionnaire solicited information about the following 
topics:

• Why operators engage in a particular crop or 
livestock enterprise, their level of commitment 
to the business, and their thoughts about opera-
tional risk 

• Where and how operators obtain information 

• Land and water resource management 

• Business structure, financing and marketing 
strategies, and income issues 

• Respondent demographics

The statistically valid survey was conducted by 
NASS. To ensure a representative sampling, surveys 
were allocated based on small farm populations in 
each state and geographic representation. A mailed 
survey was followed by a postcard reminder one 
week later. In order to achieve a 50 percent response 
rate, telephone interviews were conducted by NASS 
approximately one month after the initial mailing.

A total of 2,645 surveys were completed across the 
three states for a total response rate of 53.6 percent. 
Survey responses equally represented the three states 
and were from both urban and rural counties.

Survey: Responses in Colorado

Survey: Responses in Wyoming
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Survey analysis provides insight into the demo-
graphic characteristics of small farmers and ranch-
ers in Arizona, Colorado, and Wyoming. To gain a 
better understanding of the demographic features 
of small producers in these states, this section of the 
survey questioned factors such as enterprise loca-
tion; distance between the farm and the nearest 
metro area; whether farmers also work off-farm and 
the contribution of off-farm employment to house-
hold income; the number of people involved in 
farm operations; operator gender and distribution of 
operators by age, race, and educational attainment; 
and the number of years operators have managed 
the farm and lived in their local communities. This 
information was required for a clear identification of 
new extension clientele in the West.

Spatial Distribution of Farms
Western farm properties can be classified as: com-
pletely rural, mostly rural, mix of rural and urban, 
mostly urban, and completely urban. There are 
no fine lines demarcating these five sub-catego-
ries; however, it should be noted that this spatial 
identification is qualitative in nature and ranges 
from completely rural to completely urban. Survey 
respondents were asked to identify their property 
within any of the five sub-categories.

The data suggest that 63 percent of all properties 
identified are completely rural and only 1 percent 
are completely urban. In between, 19 percent are 

CHAPTER 4 
Demographic Profile

Spatial Distribution of Property

Mostly Urban, 53, 
2%

Completely Urban, 
19, 1%

Mix Rural and 
Urban, 352, 15%

Mostly Rural, 443, 
19%

Completely Rural, 
1500, 63%

Location of Primary Residence
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mostly rural and 2 percent are mostly urban. In 
other words, 82 percent of all properties can be 
classified as either completely rural or mostly rural. 
Therefore, a majority of properties are considered 
rural. 

One of the main goals of the study was to discover 
the share of primary residences located on the 
farm properties. It turns out that an overwhelm-
ing majority of operators (84 percent) have primary 
residences on their properties. This is not surprising 
given the survey target population was small farmers 
and ranchers whose annual farm sales were less than 
$50,000.

The remaining 16 percent of farmers do not have 
primary residences on their properties, meaning 
they either commute to work or have paid em-
ployees to manage daily farm activities. Those who 
travel to work commute 72.3 miles on average. The 
median commute is 15 miles, while the mode is 1 
mile. Among farming households that have off-farm 
residences, most commute only 1 mile to work; so, 
even though they are not living on the property, 
they live nearby. The maximum distance traveled 
by a farmer is 2,200 miles, indicating that he or she 
owns the farm property and manages it with help of 
paid employees. 

The distance between the farm property and the 
nearest metro area is important for a number of 
reasons. The shorter the distance, the greater access 
operators have to produce markets, financial institu-
tions, and other necessities, in addition to a better 
selection of off-farm jobs. On one hand, the closer 
a farm property lies to a metro area the more op-
portunity for economic sustainability and small farm 
viability. Yet on the other hand, a farm property 
located very near a metro area may be a more likely 
target for future encroachment due to increasing 
urbanization. In this survey, the average distance be-
tween the property and the nearest metro area was 
approximately 25 miles, while the median and mode 
distances are 12 and 10 miles, respectively. These re-
sults suggest a significant percentage of small farms 
are located in close proximity to nearby metro areas.

Primary Residence on Property

Summary Measures Miles
Mean 79.26

Median 15.00

Mode 1.00

Standard Deviation 220.77

Sample Variance 48,740.77

Minimum 1.00

Maximum 2,200.00

Count 340.0

Distance of Primary Residence from Property

Summary Measures Miles
Mean 24.89

Median 12.00

Mode 10.00

Standard Deviation 37.9

Sample Variance 1,405.17

Minimum 1.00

Maximum 400.00

Count 2,297.00

Distance of Property from Metro Area

Yes, 2002, 84%

No, 393, 16%
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Off-Farm Employment
The rural West has experienced significant demo-
graphic and economic transformation in the past de-
cade. Production agriculture has become more com-
plex, and the makeup of farm operators has been 
altered significantly. Because of these remarkable 
changes, small agricultural operations in the West 
are increasingly at greater production, financial, 
marketing, legal and institutional, and human risks. 
Operators are gradually learning that farming is now 
a game with new rules, new stakes, and most of all, 
new risks (USDA, 1997). The long-term economic 
sustainability and viability of these small farms are 
increasingly in question. The more farming house-
holds rely on farm income, the more vulnerable they 
become to crop failure and other income shocks. 

In order to examine the vulnerability of small farms 
in the West, operators were asked whether they or 
their family members have off-farm employment, 
and if they do, how far does the individual who 
travels the farthest commute to work. Responses 
indicate that 71 percent of operator households 
also work off-farm. This implies that 71 percent of 
operator households have at least two sources of 
income, including farm income, and are less vulner-
able to external income shocks. The remaining 29 
percent of households do not have off-farm income 
sources and are considered more vulnerable.         

From a land-grant perspective, this finding suggests 
that outreach education should target small farmers 
who do not have two or more sources of income. 
These producers would highly benefit from income 
diversification programming. Although the average 
distance traveled by an individual holding an off-
farm job was reported as approximately 29 miles, 
most only traveled 10 miles. A careful inspection of 
the data revealed there are some operators in the 
sample who have off-farm jobs but do not travel any 
distance at all, as indicated by the reported mini-
mum commute of 0 miles. This implies there are 
some small farms where non-farm income activities 
are already in practice.  

Yes, 1631, 71%

No, 677, 29%

Currently Hold Off-Farm Employment

Summary Measures Miles
Mean 29.11

Median 17.00

Mode 10.00

Standard Deviation 56.79

Sample Variance 3,225.28

Minimum 0.00

Maximum 861.00

Count 1,544.00

Commuting Distance for Work

Summary Measures Number of Operators
Mean 1.53

Median 1.00

Mode 1.00

Standard Deviation 0.65

Sample Variance 0.43

Kurtosis 6.96

Minimum 1.00

Maximum 7.00

Sum 3,632.00

Count 2,379.00

Number of Operators
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According to survey results, the 2,379 small farm 
operations in the three sample states are managed 
by 2,632 operators. The average number of opera-
tors involved is 1.5, while the median and mode 
number of operators is 1. This suggests that most of 
the farm operations in the West are managed by a 
single individual who most likely owns or leases the 
property. There are some farms, however, managed 
by as many as 7 operators. So, to better understand 
the demographic and socioeconomic attributes of 
multiple farm operators, respondents were asked 
specific information about age, educational attain-
ment, race, and the number of years they have lived 
on the property and in the community.

Gender
As survey results show, 77 percent of the first pri-
mary operators (Operator 1) are male, and the re-
maining 23 percent are female. On the other hand, 
68 percent of the second primary operators (Opera-
tor 2) are female, and the remaining 32 percent are 
male. This suggests that if a farm is managed by two 
operators, it is mostly likely managed by a couple. 
It should be noted that most farms included in the 
sample are managed by only one operator (Opera-
tor 1), and this, in conjunction with the fact that 77 
percent of  primary operators are male, suggests that 
small-scale farming in the West is a male-dominated 
agricultural enterprise.  

Age
An unmistakable inference can be drawn about the 
age distribution of farm operators in the West. More 
than 45 percent of both operators (Operator 1 and 
Operator 2) are in the age group 55 years and over. 
This observation is important for two reasons. First, 
these operators are most likely to retire from farm ac-
tivities in the next decade or so. What will happen to 
their farms after they retire is uncertain. There are no 
guarantees that farms will not be converted to non-
farm uses after these individuals retire. Second, since 
this is an older group of farmers, they are less likely 
to be receptive to new technologies and risk manage-
ment strategies such as product diversification.  

Operator 1 – Gender Operator 2 – Gender

Operator 1 – Age

Operator 2 – Age

Female,
548,
23%

Male,
1845,
77%

Female,
744,
68%

Male,
357,
32%
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Race/Ethnicity
According to 2005 Census Bureau population esti-
mates, 87.4 percent of the population in Arizona is 
white, while the corresponding figures for Colorado 
and Wyoming are 90.3 percent and 94.8 percent, 
respectively. Consistent with this information, more 
than 90 percent of small farm operators in these 
states are also white. 

Educational Background
 In the development and delivery of new program-
ming, it is important to know the clientele’s educa-
tional background. Approximately 50 percent of the 
primary operators surveyed reported having at least 
a two-year college degree, while an additional 33 
percent have a high school education and 1 percent 
claim no formal schooling. A similar picture emerges 
for Operator 2. A significant percentage of both op-
erators (42 percent for Operator 1 and 42 percent 
for Operator 2) reported either trade school or high 
school as their highest level of education. Unfor-
tunately, widely used delivery mechanisms, such as 
meetings and publications, are less useful for these 
audiences without higher levels of education. This 
poses a challenge for extension educators in improv-
ing the efficiency of program delivery.

Operator 1 – Race

Yes, 122, 5%

No, 2179, 95%

Operator 1 – Spanish, Hispanic, or Latino

Operator 1 – Education Operator 2 – Education
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Involvement with Farm Operations 
and Community
The longer a farmer or rancher has managed a 
farming enterprise, the greater his or her ability to 
understand the various complexities of production 
agriculture. Likewise, if an operator has managed 
his or her property for a long time, the expectation 
would be that he or she would have a much better 
understanding of the various sources of agricultural 
risk and the vulnerabilities involved, as opposed to 
an operator who is new to a farming enterprise. 

According to the statistics, those in the Operator 1 
category have lived on their properties for an average 
of 19 years; however, a significant percentage have 
never lived on their properties. At the same time, 
there are farmers who have lived on their properties 
for 94 years. Surprising? No. This information simply 
shows that these operators have been life-long farm-
ers. Similar inferences can be drawn for Operator 2.

There is a very high correlation between the num-
ber of years operators have lived on their properties 
and the number of years they have lived in their 
respective communities. Data analysis suggests 
operators receive the majority of their risk manage-
ment information from peer groups. Quite simply, a 
farmer who has lived in his or her community for a 
long time is more likely to have help from peers, as 
opposed to someone who is new to the area. 

Summary
From the preceding analysis, it is clear that exten-
sion clientele in the West are highly heterogeneous 
with respect to their social and demographic attri-
butes. A great majority of small farm operators have 
lived many years within their communities and on 
their farms and ranches. The properties tend to be 
about 25 miles from the nearest metro area. While 
some operators have off-farm jobs, they do not 
commute very far from their homes.

Small farm operators are typically male, older than 
54 years of age, and Caucasian. These operators’ 
spouses help manage the business. About one-half 
of the two primary farm operators have at least a 
two-year college degree.

Summary Measures Years
Mean 18.98

Median 14.00

Mode 0.00

Standard Deviation 16.33

Sample Variance 266.73

Minimum 0.00

Maximum 94.00

Count 2,317.00

Operator 1 – Tenure on Property

Summary Measures Years
Mean 16.33

Median 12.00

Mode 0.00

Standard Deviation 14.02

Sample Variance 196.51

Minimum 0.00

Maximum 80.00

Count 1,055.00

Operator 2 – Tenure on Property

Summary Measures Years
Mean 31.41

Median 29.00

Mode 30.00

Standard Deviation 19.99

Sample Variance 399.53

Minimum 0.00

Maximum 94.00

Count 2,304.00

Operator 1 – Tenure in Community

Summary Measures Years
Mean 26.77

Median 25.00

Mode 30.00

Standard Deviation 17.84

Sample Variance 318.12

Minimum 0.00

Maximum 87.00

Count 1,045.00

Operator 2 – Tenure in Community
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It might not be easier to run an enterprise with 
family members, but when family enterprises work, 
they possess a competitive advantage no other 
business can match. An enterprise run by family 
members is often more resilient and more likely to 
succeed than any other business, simply because of 
its makeup. Family members know how to sacrifice. 
And customers perceive family operations as being 
in business for the long haul.

The reasons people are involved in rural family busi-
nesses vary as much as the businesses themselves. 
The “Reasons for Involvement” section of the 
survey had four components:

CHAPTER 5 
Reasons for Involvement

• Attitude concerning the rural family enterprise
• Perception of risks facing the enterprise
• Characteristics of the rural family venture operator
• Management goals of the operator

Attitude Concerning the Rural 
Family Enterprise
When asked why they engage in their particular 
enterprise, operators across the three states most 
often indicated “working close to nature” as a pri-
mary reason. This is not a surprising response from 
agricultural producers. Respondents also corrobo-
rated the assumption that a family business is to earn 
money and support the family income. Though it 

Reasons for Engaging in Rural Family Enterprises
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was hypothesized that factors such as rural isolation, 
lifestyle changes, and inheritance would be signifi-
cant reasons for owning and operating a rural family 
business, “limited alternatives,” “change in career,” 
and “inherited” were not seen by the respondents as 
major reasons for engaging in their family business.

For many, living and working in a rural family busi-

Planned Length of Property Management

ness is more than just business. Some would say it is 
almost like a calling. Most outsiders see family busi-
ness owners as totally committed to the business, so 
researchers wanted to know if this held true for sur-
vey respondents. Or would certain developmental or 
lifestyle conditions lead rural operators to leave their 
family enterprises? The results of this survey clearly 
illustrate that respondents overwhelmingly expect to 
manage their property until they can no longer do 
the work.

Perceptions of Risks Facing the 
Enterprise
What is risk? Risk is the possibility of adversity 
or loss and refers to “uncertainty that matters.” 
Consequently, risk management involves reducing 
the effects of risk. It typically requires the evalua-
tion of trade offs between changes in risk, expected 
returns, entrepreneurial freedom, and other vari-
ables. Understanding risk is a starting point to help 
producers make good management decisions in 
situations where adversity and loss are possibilities. 
The United States Department of Agriculture has 

Sources of Risk
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identified five primary sources of risk for agricultural 
operations: production, marketing, legal or insti-
tutional, finance, and human.  Respondents were 
asked how important each of these sources of risk 
was to their operation, and they prioritized the list 
below:

Financial Risk. Financial risk has three basic com-
ponents: 

• The cost and availability of capital

• The ability to meet cash flow needs in a timely 
manner

• The ability to maintain and grow equity  

A majority of survey respondents ranked financial 
risk as the most important source of risk in the ag-
ricultural operation. In addition, more respondents 
ranked financial risk higher than any other area of 
risk.

Production Risk. The major sou rces of produc-
tion risk are weather, pests, diseases, the interaction 
of technology with management decisions, genet-
ics, agricultural efficiency, and the quality of inputs. 
Overall, production risk ranked as the second most 
important source of risk as more than 1,100 respon-
dents ranked it either first or second.

Marketing Risk. In a rural enterprise, market-
ing transforms production activities into financial 
success. Marketing agricultural products involves 
information, objectivity, attitude, and skill. Market-
ing risk showed the greatest variation of ranking 
by respondents. Though the highest number of 
respondents (583) ranked marketing as the third 
highest risk, respondents were less definite in this 
area than in an any other. 

Legal or Institutional Risk. Legal issues most 
commonly fall into four broad categories:
• Appropriate business structure and tax and 

estate planning
• Contractual arrangements
• Torte liability
• Statutory compliance

Respondents ranked legal risk management the 
least important source of risk with 1,361 individuals 
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ranking it either fourth or fifth. In addition, fewer 
respondents overall ranked this area as the most 
important source of risk in their operation. 

Human Risk. People are the primary focus of hu-
man risk management. Supervising labor, interacting 
with family, and communicating with those who sup-
port the operation are all a part of human risk man-
agement. The category of human risk also includes 
planning for the future and anticipating and planning 
for calamities. After legal risk, more respondents 
ranked human risk as least important to the opera-
tion. More respondents did, however, rank human 
risk more important than marketing or legal risk.

Characteristics of the Rural Family 
Venture Operator
An entrepreneur creates a new business in the face 
of risk and uncertainty to achieve profit and growth. 
He or she identifies opportunities and assembles the 
necessary resources to capitalize on them. Farmers 
and ranchers are the original entrepreneurs. Accord-
ing to the Canadian Farm Business Management 
Council, successful rural family business operators 
have certain characteristics: high confidence, an 
expectation of success (will power), persistence, 
and the desire to achieve. They maintain personal 
balance, are innovative, risk takers, and optimistic 
about the future. This survey tapped those char-
acteristics by asking respondents to indicate their 
agreement or disagreement with statements about 
rural family businesses. From this section, a picture 
of the operators emerged.

Strongly Held Characteristics
Western operators appear very comfortable when 
handling uncertainty in the family business environ-
ment. Farming and ranching can be a risky business, 
meaning many factors that determine the ultimate 
success of the business are outside of the owner’s 
control. To be successful, the family business opera-
tor must accept (some might say “relish”) uncer-
tainty and be willing to take risks.
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• Survey respondents strongly believe in their 
ability to create a successful business. A rural 
family business operator must have confidence 
in him- or herself and his or her ability to run a 
successful operation. Plenty of people may offer 
help and advice, but the final decision is the 
operator’s.

• These operator’s consider themselves successful. 
A farmer or rancher in a family business is solely 
responsible for achieving his or her business 
success. The operator must have an attitude 
that exudes success. Without this attitude, he or 
she may not be inclined to put forth the effort 
needed to succeed.

• Small-scale agricultural producers have will 
power, which is defined as the ability of an indi-
vidual to control and direct behavior in accor-
dance with chosen goals and values. It involves 
determination, resourcefulness, and responsibil-
ity for achieving personal goals. Overall, the re-
spondents to this survey appear to believe they 
are achieving the goals they set for themselves 
and their businesses.

Moderately Held Characteristics
• These operators are fairly optimistic about the 

future of their businesses. To be successful in 
a family business, one needs optimism, to have 
hope and a positive expectation for the business’ 
future. Though respondents are strongly con-
fident in their own abilities, they are somewhat 
less optimistic about the future of their busi-
ness, but still optimistic overall.

• They are mostly confident in their ability to 
deal with business changes. It is unusual for all 
plans and goals to come together as envisioned. 
Changes in business environment, market place, 
and interrelations with employees and family 
members require the operator to be flexible and 
persistent. 
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Least Strongly Held Characteristics
• Survey respondents admit they are less likely 

to be on the cutting edge of technology. Few 
people outside of farming really understand 
how dynamic a business it is. A successful farm 
operator needs to be creative and innovative to 
successfully compete for a share of today’s mar-
ketplace. Because creativity and innovation are 
vital to their success,  researchers hypothesized 
that the operators surveyed would be more 
technologically savvy. But, this was not the case. 

• Time set aside for themselves is not necessar-
ily a priority. Farming and ranching involves an 
overwhelming number of tasks that must be 
accomplished each day. To deal with this, opera-
tors need time for themselves, as well as for the 
business. But respondents vary a great deal in 
their attitude about “me time.” There was less 
consistency in this characteristic than any of the 
others related to success.

Management Goals of the Operator
This survey also explored reasons why family 
business operators engage in their particular busi-
nesses. Is it to produce a high-quality product? To 
obtain optimum income from the business? Or is it 
to experience the lifestyle produced by the family 
business? Though most farmers and ranchers would 
say yes to all three, research with Australian farmers 
indicates that certain management styles influence 
the types of decisions made in the agricultural op-
eration. The Australian study identified three types 
of management styles:
•	 Dedicated Producer
•	 Flexible Strategist
•	 Resource Steward

The dedicated producer expresses a strong desire 
to produce the best quality product and believes 
there is great joy in the work of the business. This 
management style thrives on farm work and wants 
to be the best farmer possible. Western U.S. survey 
respondents strongly adhere to this philosophy. 
In addition, since a dedicated producer is strongly 
committed to the business and is actively involved in 
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Business Will Failthe day-to-day work, he or she believes the success 
of the operation is dependent on personal involve-
ment. Operators in this study also either strongly 
agreed or agreed with this statement, which cor-
relates positively with previous statements regarding 
operator ability and optimism about the future.

On the other hand, a flexible strategist disagrees 
with the statement, “Today’s ranchers and farmers 
are at the mercy of outside forces, so the best you 
can do is to adjust to the situation.” They believe 
they have control over the direction of their busi-
ness and have little patience with those who blame 
external forces for lack of business success. Inter-
estingly, the majority of respondents in this study 
strongly agreed or agreed with this statement. This 
contradicts an earlier statement in which respon-
dents believed success in the business was driven by 
their own ability rather than relying on others. 

The differences between flexible strategists and 
dedicated producers become most apparent when 
flexible strategists talk about finding a balance in 
their lives. While dedicated producers are focused 
almost exclusively on business, flexible strategists 
seek to balance business and family life by putting 
a moderate effort into the business and taking time 
for family and personal activities. Though the major-
ity of respondents in this study either disagreed or 
strongly disagreed with the statement that business 
tasks must come before family or personal time, a 
sizable number agreed or strongly agreed with it. 
The variance of response to this statement correlates 
with a previous survey question that asked about 
time for self and leisure activities.

Finally, the resource steward is sensitive to the 
environment because it provides the quality of 
life he or she enjoys. The majority of respondents 
either agreed or strongly agreed that “Ranchers and 
farmers today must be sensitive to the environment 
by reducing the use of agricultural chemicals on 
their land.” This correlates with the response given 
regarding reasons for involvement in their business: 
“Working close to nature is rewarding.” 
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Summary
Results from the study’s first section, “Reasons for 
Involvement,” suggest a possible profile of survey 
respondents. Western operators are engaged in their 
particular family business to support their lifestyle 
and their family, to utilize their skills and knowl-
edge, and to make money. They believe financial 
risk is their greatest challenge, followed by the 
production risks associated with their commodity or 
product.

Overall, these operators are confident in their ability 
to manage their family businesses and achieve their 
goals. Although they are somewhat less confident 
with regards to changes in the business environ-
ment, they appear optimistic about their abilities 
and the future of agriculture. They appear less com-
fortable in balancing work and family demands, but 
they enjoy what they do and strive for quality in the 
family business. For the most part, western opera-
tors do not envision themselves doing anything else.
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By definition, a farm is “any place from which 
$1,000 or more of agricultural products were pro-
duced or sold, or normally would have been sold 
during a particular year.” Federal farm program pay-
ments are regarded as sales for definitional purposes.

To enhance Cooperative Extension’s ability to 
meet the educational needs of today’s farmers and 
ranchers, it is critical to know income and financial 
management information, the size of the operation, 
and the importance of farm income as a part of total 
household income. It is also helpful to know the 
farm enterprises, employees, sources of capital, and 
marketing strategies.

Business Type
Business operators generally choose an organizational 
structure that matches their business practices with 
financial, legal, estate planning, and/or other needs. 
As expected for small farm businesses, more than 
80 percent of survey respondents reported that they 
conduct business as sole proprietors. Partnerships 
were the second most widely used business type, 
while other business types (limited liability entities, 
corporations, etc.) accounted for a small percentage 
of business structures used by respondents.

Business Income
The Internal Revenue Service requires people to use 
a Schedule F form or Form 1040 to report farm-
ing enterprise revenues, expenses, and profits. More 

CHAPTER 6 
Income

Business Type in 2005
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than three-quarters of the people responding to the 
survey indicated they filed a Schedule F in 2005. 
The balance either reported agricultural incomes 
and expenses on another tax form (such as Schedule 
C), reported income on the first page of their Form 
1040 and expenses on Schedule A, or did not report 
any agriculturally related income and expenses.

There were 1,243 respondents within the targeted 
population. Two-thirds of the respondents (822) 
reported having gross farm and ranch sales of less 
than $10,000 in 2005. Within this group of farm 
operators, the greatest number of respondents (272 
or 22 percent) indicated less than $1,000 of agri-
cultural sales in 2005. The second greatest number 
of responses fell in the $5,000 to $9,999 range. 
Although the survey was targeted to agricultural 
producers with gross agricultural sales of less than 
$50,000, 83 survey respondents indicated gross 
agricultural sales greater than $50,000.

Many full-time farmers and ranchers receive a 
large portion of their total household income from 
agricultural sales. Conversely, it would be expected 
that smaller operations would receive little of their 
household income from farming and ranching 
enterprises. Survey results show that 81 percent 
of respondents have less than 20 percent of their 
household incomes generated from agricultural 
sales. Only 4 percent of the respondents indicated 
that 81 to 100 percent of their household incomes 
come from the agricultural operation.

Employees
Hired employees, including paid family members, 
are particularly critical to agricultural enterprises. 
Yet, smaller operations generally do not have paid 
employees. Most survey respondents, about 85 per-
cent of the 2,374 responses, indicated they did not 
have paid employees or family members in 2005. 
Given the target population for the survey and the 
fact that two-thirds of the respondents indicated 
total gross sales of less than $10,000 per year, such 
a response was expected. Of the 353 survey respon-
dents who indicated they had paid employees in 
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Summary Measures Employees
Mean 2.72

Median 2.00

Mode 1.00

Standard Deviation 3.48

Sample Variance 12.12

Minimum 1.00

Maximum 25.00

Sum 853.00

Count 314.00

Number of Employees2005, 314 respondents indicated they collectively 
employed 853 people. The most common number 
of employees reported was 1, while the average was 
2.72 paid employees.

Enterprises
Farming and ranching operations in Arizona, Colo-
rado, and Wyoming have a plethora of enterprises. 
The three primary animal and crop income sources 
reported by survey respondents accounted for 54 
percent of all responses--or 84 percent of all re-
sponses excluding “other.” Almost one-third of the 
respondents (31 percent) indicated that beef cattle 
was their primary source of agricultural income. Hay 
farming accounted for another 400 responses (18 
percent), and sheep and goat production accounted 
for 5.5 percent of all responses. Another 820 re-
spondents marked the “other” category, indicating 
the primary source of income for their operations in 
2005 was not from one of the listed categories.

Given the current interest in organic, all natural, 
and chemical-free products, survey recipients were 
asked whether they produced any of these types of 
products or others that might represent a specialty 
market. A total of 2,384 individuals responded to 
this question. Eighty-eight percent do not produce 
for any specialty market. Two-hundred ninety-two, 
or 12 percent, responded they currently produce a 
specialty product.

Financing
Agricultural businesses generally require some type 
of financing, especially if sales occur annually or ir-
regularly. A large number of the smaller operations 
targeted by this survey reported that off-farm jobs 
provided their financing. Leasing and horse board-
ing provided the cashflows used by 29 percent of 
the businesses. Savings, non-farm investments, and 
cash on hand are the financing mechanisms for an 
additional 16 percent of the operations.

2005 Sources Respondents
Grain and oilseed farming 52

Vegetables and melon farming 13

Greenhouse, nursery, floriculture 7

Hay farming 400

Other crop farming 27

Tourism and recreation 20

Hunting 13

Cattle, beef 698

Cattle, feedlots 10

Dairy cattle and milk production 9

Hog and pig production 20

Sheep and goat production 125

Aquaculture and other animal production 28

Specialty products 27

Other 820

Primary Sources of Income

Sources of Financing
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Marketing
Oftentimes, people who operate a small agricultur-
ally related business do not understand that they are 
a part of agriculture. Consequently, only a few sur-
vey respondents answered the question pertaining 
to how they market their agricultural commodities, 
products, and services. Additionally, a large num-
ber of survey respondents reported they do not sell 
any agricultural commodities, products, or services. 
Of those who reported using marketing strategies, 
advertising accounted for 40 percent of the methods 
used, and direct sales, contracts, and word-of-mouth 
accounted for another 38 percent.

Marketing Methods

Summary
Many small agricultural operators do not see 
themselves as part of the agricultural community. 
Of those who do understand they are involved in 
agriculture, a large majority operate as a sole pro-
prietorship. Two-thirds of the operators have less 
than $10,000 in annual agricultural sales, and their 
revenues and expenses are reported on a Schedule 
F form. Generally, the income generated by these 
smaller farming and ranching operations accounts 
for less than 20 percent of total household income, 
at least for more than 80 percent of the operations. 

Beef cattle, hay farming, and sheep and goats are the 
three most prevalent enterprises on the smaller oper-
ations surveyed. However, enterprise type for small 
operations is just as diverse as for larger operations. 
Paid employees, including family members, are not 
typical for small operations in the survey area.



resource mANAgemeNt  • 2�

CHAPTER 7 
Resource Management

Across most of the United States, rural resource 
management is becoming increasingly important. 
When individuals unfamiliar with land management 
purchase rural properties, vulnerable rural lands 
may be mismanaged. The resource management 
section of the survey focused on three major areas 
of investigation: proper land and enterprise manage-
ment, water management, and on-farm chemical 
application.

Maintaining and managing live surface water, 
aquifers, conservation reserve, and irrigation water 
supplies are critical issues across most, if not all, the 
western states. Western municipalities are expand-
ing. Because much of this area is quite arid, the 
demand for water is increasing with the grow-
ing populations. One of the few remaining water 
sources substantial enough to be of interest to mu-
nicipalities is commercial agriculture supplies. As a 
result, the use and management of irrigation water, 
in addition to natural rivers and streams originating 
on or flowing across agricultural lands, are coming 
under the increasing scrutiny of urbanites and policy 
makers alike. 

A better understanding of how rural property own-
ers currently manage these resources is necessary. 
The practices of smaller-scale agricultural operators, 
who may not have a good understanding or who 
may lack the financial resources for proper man-
agement of critical water supplies, is of particular 
interest.

Agricultural chemicals represent one of the larg-
est threats to both rural and urban water supplies. 
In areas where chemicals are often applied to large 
tracts of agricultural land, the threat is much greater, 
especially where there might be associated surface 
water. The threat increases when well-meaning rural 
property managers apply seemingly safe chemicals in 
a manner inconsistent with their labeling.

Land
As reported by NASS, farm size varies across the 
three states surveyed.  However, existing statistics 
do not break out owned and leased lands for opera-
tors reporting under $50,000 in agricultural sales. 
Therefore, the first line of inquiry under resource 
management was to discover the full extent of lands 
managed, including both acres owned and acres 
leased, and the land management practices used. 
Together, these responses allow a better understand-
ing of not only the total number of acres managed, 
but also the type of control rural property managers 
have over rural lands in their care.

The average number of acres of owned land report-
ed was 264.5 acres across 2,370 respondents. Values 
ranged from 0 to 40,000 acres, with a mode of 40 
acres. In total, 96 percent of respondents reported 
owning at least 1 acre of land. Acres of leased land 
reported ranged from 0 to 785,000 with an average 
of 803 acres leased. A total of 631 respondents, or 
27 percent, reported leasing at least 1 acre of land. 
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Acres of Land Owned Acres of Land Leased Total Acres Managed
Mean 2644.5 803.0 1,032.3

Median 50 0 80

Mode 40 0 40

Standard Deviation 1,163.6 16,833.3 16,608.6

Sample Variance 1,353,921.8 283,360,337.6 275,846,039.5

Minimum 0 0 0

Maximum 40,000 785,000 785,800

Sum 626,964 1,899,150 2,526,114

Count 2,370 2,365 2,447

Owned and Leased Land

In total 2,447 operators reported managing from 0 
to 785,800 acres (both owned and leased) across the 
three states. The average number of acres under man-
agement was 1,032.2 acres, with a mode of 40 acres. 
Total acres managed across all states for all types of 
land totaled just over 2.5 million acres. This repre-
sents around 3 percent of the more than 99.8 million 
acres in farms across the three states (NASS 2002).

Investigation into how these rural properties are 
managed shows that only 213 of the 2,387 indi-
viduals who responded indicated they had land en-
rolled in the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP). 
The majority of respondents, 2,174 or 91 percent, 
reported no CRP acreage. The 182 operators who 
indicated the number of acres enrolled reported a 
total of 59,199 acres. On average, operators report-
ed 325.3 acres. Reported acreages ranged from only 
1 acre to 20,000 acres, with a mode of 160 acres. 

Water
A second line of questioning attempted to discover 
the extent of water resources associated with the ru-
ral properties managed. While state statistics do pro-
vide information on rural water resources, such data 
provide few insights about the lands managed by 
smaller operators. Therefore, these survey questions 
focused on sources of water on all lands managed 
(owned and leased), surface water on neighboring 

Land in Conservation Reserve Program

Water Sources
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properties, and irrigation practices used for pasture 
management.

Across all lands managed, 1,273 respondents re-
ported wells as the most common source of water. 
Surface water was the second most often reported 
source, with 935 properties reporting. Rural water 
systems and developed springs were water sources 
for 745 respondents. Only 151 operators had access 
to municipal water supplies, and 454 respondents 
reported utilizing water supplies other than those 
listed. Alternative sources included: dirt tanks, irri-
gation systems, hauled water, rain water, river water, 
ponds, run off, creeks, pipelines, snow melt, and 
“the good old Lord.” 

A total of 1,158 individuals reported surface water 
on properties adjacent to their own. This num-
ber represents just under 50 percent of the 2,382 
individuals who responded. Of 2,386  operators, 
42 percent (1,009) indicated they irrigate some 
pasture. The majority of operators, 1,377 or 58 
percent, indicated they did not currently irrigate any 
pasture. The 928 land managers who provided an 
estimate reported a total of 50,542 irrigated acres, 
giving a three-state average of 54.5 acres per land 
owner. Responses ranged from 1 to 2,000 acres 
under irrigation, with a mode of 10 acres.

Survey results show that wells are the most common 
source of water on rural properties across all three 
states. Surface water is the second most common 
source, and it was reported as existing on just under 
half of the neighboring rural properties. Finally, 42 
percent of respondents reported using some type of 
irrigation on pastures under their management, re-
sulting in more than 50,000 acres of irrigated lands. 
Therefore, researchers can be certain that proper 
management of rural wells, surface water, and irriga-
tion are important issues for smaller rural property 
owners in Arizona, Colorado, and Wyoming.

Chemicals
A third set of questions asked rural landowners 
about on-farm chemical management. Given the 
threat chemical mismanagement represents to rural 

water sources, it is essential to gain a better un-
derstanding of how these materials are currently 
handled. If a large number of land owners are using 
agricultural chemicals without adequate training, 
Cooperative Extension could provide education to 
directly reduce the incidence of mismanagement.

A total of 56 percent of the 2,389 individuals who 
responded reported using chemicals to control 
weeds on their properties. Conversely, 44 percent 
reported no chemicals were used for weed control. 
Using the most commonly reported rural property 
size (40 acres), 1,342 individuals spreading agricul-
tural chemicals would impact at least 53,680 acres. 

Chemical applicator licenses are generally required 
to obtain and apply agricultural chemicals in all 
three states. In total, 1,966 or 83 percent of the 
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2,367 respondents indicated they do not hold a cur-
rent license. Only 17 percent, 401 individuals, said 
they held a current applicator license. Of those who 
use chemicals for weed control, 344 respondents 
(14 percent) hold a license, while 985 (40 percent) 
reported using chemicals without a license.

These results show that a large percentage of rural 
property owners use agricultural chemicals to man-
age their properties. Estimated acreages managed by 
these owners is substantial. In addition, while many 
operators reported holding chemical applicator 
licenses, a large percentage of those who reported 
using chemicals also reported not having a license. 
Perhaps this would not be as large a concern if the 
property owner were controlling dandelions or 

Use of Chemicals for Weed Control

Current Chemical Applicator Licenses

thistles on a lawn, but the extent of chemical use 
across the property was not assessed by this study 
and may be of interest in future survey efforts.

Summary
Proper resource management is increasingly impor-
tant across most of the United States. Increasing 
urbanization and ownership of rural properties by 
individuals unfamiliar with land management places 
vulnerable rural lands at risk for mismanagement. 
The resource management section of the survey 
investigated three major areas of interest: land and 
enterprise management, water management, and 
on-farm chemical application.

Results show rural property owners across Arizona, 
Colorado, and Wyoming typically own 40 acres. 
Most do not lease additional land. These operators 
do not often enroll in the Conservation Reserve 
Program and do not produce products for specialty 
markets. 

Wells are the most common source of water re-
ported on rural properties. Surface water comes in 
second, and it was reported as existing on just under 
half of the neighboring rural properties. Less than 
half of the property managers use some type of ir-
rigation on their pastures, but a large percentage use 
agricultural chemicals. Of those who use chemicals, 
a large percentage of respondents indicated they did 
not hold an applicator license.

The implications of these results are far reaching. 
When individuals who are unaware of the risk to 
surface water supplies apply agricultural chemicals, 
everyone is affected. The consequences of misap-
plication and the threats posed downstream by 
surface water contamination are potentially enor-
mous. Although this group does not manage a large 
percentage of agricultural lands, the number of 
acres they control is not inconsequential. Given the 
increasing significance of water resources across the 
West, improved understanding of proper manage-
ment techniques would likely benefit rural property 
owners and western urbanites alike.
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CHAPTER 8 
Crops and Livestock Production

In the 2002 Census of Agriculture, a total of 
22,797 farms across Arizona, Colorado, and Wyo-
ming reported harvested cropland, constituting a 
total of 6.533 million acres. Farms reporting 1 to 
49 acres of harvested cropland totaled 10,204, rep-
resenting 45 percent of farms across the three-state 
region. Furthermore, 21,431 farms reported cattle 
and calves for a total of 4.794 million head of cattle. 
From this, a total 4,982 farms (or 23 percent of all 
farms) reported having only 1 to 9 head of cattle, 
and 57 percent (12,228 farms) reported 1 to 49 
head of cattle (NASS, 2002). This means that more 
than 50 percent of agricultural operators across the 
three states had fewer than 50 head of cattle.

According to these statistics, smaller operations 
constitute a sizable portion of western enterprises 
involved in crop and livestock production. However, 
using the current census data, it is not possible to 
determine the scale or type of agricultural enterpris-
es for operators reporting under $50,000 in agri-
cultural sales. It seems likely, though, that smaller 
operators might engage in more diverse animal and 
crop enterprises than larger operators. Or they may 
manage those enterprise activities in a manner unlike 
commercial operators. So, to better understand the 
scale and scope of smaller agricultural enterprises 
and how they might be better managed, respon-
dents were asked a series of questions about live-
stock and cropping practices.

Cropping Activities
Crop production was reported by 53 percent of all 
survey respondents (1,350 responses). As expected, 
total crop acreages and the acres of any particular 
crop were small. Total alfalfa and hay accounted for 
55,896 acres, or 62 percent of crop acreage. The 
typical alfalfa producer reported about 60 acres, and 
the typical hay producer reported about 51 acres.

Small enterprises in Arizona, Colorado, and Wyo-
ming raise a variety of other crops, including corn, 
grain sorghum, small grains, dry beans, fruits, and 
vegetables. A few farm operators reported produc-
ing alfalfa seed, barley, beets, cotton, cut flowers, 
garlic, grapes, grass (typically for hay or pasture), 
herbs, lemons, navel oranges, oat hay, pecans, 
pumpkins, pinto beans, pistachios, sod, soybeans, 
sunflowers, and trees (conifer/evergreen and Christ-
mas).

Irrigation is a typical risk management practice for 
western farmers and ranchers. This survey showed 
that most small farmers in the three study states 
have irrigated acres. Of the 1,138 respondents who 
raised crops, 74 percent used irrigation. Further 
investigation showed the average farmer using ir-
rigation has 68 acres of irrigated crop production.
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Livestock Activities
A significant number of western operators own 
livestock and other farm animals. The survey pro-
vided a list of typical animals and a space to write 
in the number of head managed for each category. 
In total, 81 percent of the sampled population have 
livestock (1,932 of 2,375 respondents).

Classes of Animals on Acreages

Respondents with Animals

Cattle
Among small producers in all three states, beef cattle 
are by far the most popular species of livestock. Of 
the 1,932 farms reporting, there were a total of 
53,354 beef cattle. If the 9 commercial-sized herds 
(500 or more head) are excluded from analysis, the 
average size herd  is 38.7 head.

Horses
On farms and ranches, horses are very popular 
animals because they can be used for pleasure or for 
generating farm income. Survey responses on horse 
ownership included those “for sale” and an “other” 
category. Respondents reported as “other” those 
horses used for racing, stud, outfitting, roping and 
rodeo, teaching, work, and boarding, in addition to 
miniature and wild horses, as well.

Survey data indicate an average of 6.4 horses per 
respondent with the typical respondent listing 2 
horses. When horses reported as “other” were 
combined with horses reported “for sale,” a total of 
7,352 horses made them the fifth most popular ani-
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mal after cattle, sheep, goats, and poultry. Given the 
popularity of horses, a future survey could expand 
upon the types of horses listed as possible responses.

Other Livestock
Small farmers have a variety of “other” animals used 
to generate income, for pleasure, or simply for visual 
appeal. Bees, buffalo, burros, chickens, donkeys, elk, 
gamecocks, geese, goats, mules, rabbits, roping/
rodeo/Corrientes steers, and yaks were listed by 
multiple respondents. Responses that occurred only 
once included emus, puppies, trout, turkeys, and 
ostriches. Sheep and meat goats were the third and 
fourth most popular animals, followed by poultry 
and horses.

Grazing Habits
The level of grazing management is of particular 
interest to educators because poor pasture manage-
ment has implications for watershed management, 
rangeland sustainability, and animal health. On aver-
age, respondents grazed livestock for 7.5 months 
per year. Furthermore, 64 percent of respondents 
said that grazing animals consumed most or all of 
the available forage. Such aggressive grazing prac-
tices force graziers to provide supplemental feed for 
at least a portion of the year. Some survey respon-
dents reported that their pasture hadn’t been grazed 
recently due to prevailing drought conditions, that 
the animals were fed, or that he or she didn’t know 
the grazing frequency, typically because the pasture 
was leased to someone else. 

Survey data suggest that respondents are likely to 
have some sort of grazing system in place. Sixty-four 
percent of operators reported making an effort to 
rotate animals through at least two pastures, and 
an average of four pastures, each year. Given that 
the average number of acres managed (owned and 
leased) was 1,032, with a mean of 4 pastures, the 
average size of each pasture is 258 acres. In addition 
to owned pasture, a small portion of respondents 
(8.2 percent) make use of public land grazing 
permits from the Bureau of Land Management or 
the U.S. Forest Service. Therefore, in this situation, 

Summary Measures Months
Mean 7.50

Median 7.00

Mode 12.00

Standard Deviation 3.95

Sample Variance 15.57

Minimum 0.00

Maximum 12.00

Count 1,841.00

Grazing Time (Months Per Year)

Amount of Pasture Eaten by Livestock

Grazing Management System

efforts to educate operators about proper public 
land use would be of little value. However, other 
results seem to indicate that efforts to educate 
managers on wise and sustainable grazing practices 
would be of greater value.
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Summary Measures AUMs, Annually
Mean 446.89

Median 43.00

Mode 6.00

Standard Deviation 2,277.05

Sample Variance 5,184,968.67

Minimum 1.00

Maximum 23,000.00

Count 113.00

AUMs of Grazing Rights Held

Feeding Habits
The primary source of animal feed reported was 
purchased feed. Analysis of the survey data indicated 
that 63 percent of respondents bought feed, while 
the remaining 37 percent raised their own feed. Of 
those who purchased animal feed, most bought it 
from a local grower. Other sources included auc-
tions, coops, neighbors and family, commodity 
brokers, and Wal-Mart. (The Wal-Mart response 
was by only one respondent.) The most common 
write-in response was a coop or elevator, although 
“feed store” was an alternative offered.

Summary
Operators with smaller acreages and/or smaller 
herd sizes constitute a sizable percentage of the total 
number of operators across Arizona, Colorado, and 
Wyoming. Not much is known, however, about 
their specific management practices, including how 
they manage native pastures, the crops they raise, 
the species and number of livestock they select, and 
where they obtain animal feed. For this reason, a 
section of the survey focused on crop and livestock 
production practices.

Respondents typically own livestock and other ani-
mals. Just over half of the animal producers indicat-
ed they own beef cattle, and the average herd size is 
39 head. About 20 percent indicated owning horses; 
however, survey data did not clearly indicate the 
purpose of those horses. Managers tend to be irri-
gated crop producers, with a majority of the acres in 
alfalfa or hay production. Approximately one-third 
of livestock owners raise their own feed, while the 
other two-thirds purchase most of their feed within 
a short distance of the farm. Respondents also tend 
to heavily graze their own property. They reported 
typically grazing pastures 7.5 months a year and 
leave none or almost none of the forage. Their pas-
tures have a 50/50 chance of being managed with a 
pasture management system. If they have a grazing 
management plan, respondents are likely to have a 
4-pasture rotation. Very few have public land leases 
to supplement production from their own land.
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CHAPTER 9 
Information for Agriculturalists

Given the many advances in delivery mechanisms, 
this study made an attempt to assess how producers 
actually prefer to receive information. In the follow-
ing section, researchers looked at the information 
dissemination preferences of small farms and ranches 
and the role extension plays in the producer’s acqui-
sition of knowledge. 

Information Preferences    
When seeking information relevant to their agri-
cultural operations, survey respondents reported 
they primarily prefer to get their information from 
“peer/support groups or networks.” Next, partici-
pants were asked to select their top three preferred 
sources of information. After their peers, produc-
ers look to Internet websites, trade magazines, and 
Cooperative Extension for more information. In 
contrast, the least preferred information sources 

In 1914, the Smith-Lever Act launched extension 
education “to aid the diffusion among the people of 
the United States useful and practical information 
on the subjects relating to agriculture and home 
economics and to encourage the application of the 
same.”  Over the years, extension has continually 
adapted to the changing landscape of agriculture 
to ensure its mission is met. One of the principles 
involved in the execution of the land-grant mission 
is the transfer of knowledge from universities to 
individual producers. In the early years of exten-
sion, this transfer occurred primarily through direct 
personal contact. 

While workshops and individual meetings are still 
used by extension, other delivery methods have kept 
pace with emerging communication technologies 
and increased time constraints of both producers 
and extension personnel. Changing educational 
methodologies have included the addition of public 
radio broadcasts in the 1930s, television segments 
in the 1950s, satellite feeds in the 1980s, and the 
Internet in the 1990s. The newest development 
is eXtension (www.extension.org), a website that 
contains a plethora of information from American 
Extension Services. Through this site, producers 
have fact sheets, research reports, and specific infor-
mation on current agricultural issues right at their 
fingertips.  

Preferred Sources of Information
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were commodity groups, paid consultants, and local 
community colleges. While some of the categories 
overlap, communication with another individual was 
clearly important in obtaining information.

In looking at the big picture, it was also impor-
tant to know how these delivery systems and the 
quality of information could be enhanced. Survey 
respondents noted they needed improved content 
and more understandable information. The survey 
questionnaire also allowed researchers to investigate 
how small producers’ prefer to receive information. 
When asked to report three preferences, the over-
whelming selection was print (1,284) followed by 
newsletters (884) and direct mailings (789). Email 
and video/DVD ranked last, aside from the two 
write-in categories. Producers noted a strong prefer-
ence for printed materials, including newsletters and 
direct mailings, over the other options.

Information from Universities
If researchers are going to determine extension’s 
future role in useful and practical information 
dissemination, it is necessary to determine who is 
actually using extension expertise and programming. 
Most survey respondents (1,830) indicated they had 
received information from Cooperative Extension, 
but when asked if they had participated in an exten-
sion program other than 4-H activities in the last 12 
months, more than 80 percent of the respondents 
reported they had not participated in any extension 
programs in the last year.

4-H is the primary youth development program 
conducted by Cooperative Extension systems across 
the country.  When asked if any immediate family 
members had participated in 4-H during the last 
two years, the overwhelming response was no. Since 
the average respondent’s age was over 55 years old, 
this was not surprising. They would most likely not 
have immediate family members of the 4-H partici-
pating age. 

While extension is the primary outreach division of 
all land-grant universities, many other universities 
have teaching colleges that reach the same audiences 

Improvement of Information Sources

Preferred Form for Information

Participation in Extension Programs, Except 4-H
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as extension. Veterinary hospitals, plant and animal 
diagnostic labs, and equine centers also play a role in 
the dissemination of research and education. Most 
survey respondents (1,887 of 2,293 responses) 
reported they had not used any non-extension ser-
vices at the state university. This indicates that when 
respondents receive information from a university it 
most likely comes from extension.

The survey questionnaire also attempted to col-
lect additional information about other university 
services used by respondents. The top three cat-
egories of services used included veterinary/equine 
and diagnostic labs, general university information, 
and classes and workshops. Other topics mentioned 
were bee labs, livestock breeding information, weed 
control and identification, soil testing, hay testing, 
and sheep information.

Summary
The results of this section suggest that given the 
many advances in delivery mechanisms, the per-
sonal, or one-on-one, connections are still highly 
valued by producers as a means of acquiring new 
information. Print is the preferred form in which to 
receive information. And while extension still plays 
an important part in the producer’s acquisition of 
knowledge, some results suggest that educational 
content can be improved and the information can 
be made more understandable for producers.

Participation in 4-H

Use of University Services (not Extension)
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The rural West has experienced dramatic demo-
graphic and economic transformations during the 
past decade. Although a great deal is known about 
agriculture’s contribution to the economy, much 
less is known about the changing makeup of farm 
operators and the behavioral and institutional fac-
tors that promote or impede the growth of agricul-
ture in the West.

In 1914, Congress passed the Smith-Lever Act, 
establishing the Cooperative Extension Service as 
the primary educational outreach branch of land-
grant universities. Since that time, extension has had 
to continually adapt to the changing landscape of 
agriculture to ensure its mission is met.

Given the importance of university outreach educa-
tion to the future of agriculture, a better under-
standing of farm operators, including what they per-
ceive to be the greatest threats to their operations, 
is required to effectively design risk management 
education. Anecdotal evidence and Census of Ag-
riculture data show that the profile of a traditional 
farm operator is changing. However, more in depth 
information is necessary to answer the following 
questions: 

• Who are today’s farmers and ranchers? 

• What are their preferences for learning? 

• What do they perceive as the greatest threats to 
their operations? 

CHAPTER 10 
Conclusions and  
Policy Implications

• What information do they believe would be 
helpful to them as they manage their agricul-
tural enterprises?

Today’s Farmers and Ranchers
The Census of Agriculture defines a farm as “any 
place from which $1,000 or more of agricultural 
products were produced and sold, or normally 
would have been sold, during the census year.” Fed-
eral farm program payments are regarded as sales for 
the purpose of definitional eligibility.

According to the 2002 Census of Agriculture, there 
were 48,085 farms in Arizona, Colorado, and Wyo-
ming. A total of 22,797 farms across the three states 
reported harvested cropland, which constituted a 
total of 6.533 million acres. Furthermore, 21,431 
farms reported cattle and calves for a total of 4.794 
million head of cattle. 

Farms reporting 1 to 49 acres of harvested cropland 
totaled 10,204, or 45 percent of farms across the 
three-state region. As for animal producers, 4,982 
farms (23 percent) reported 1 to 9 head of cattle, 
and 12,228  (57 percent) have fewer than 50 head 
of cattle  (NASS, 2002). 

A comparison of census data for 1997 and 2002 
shows several demographic shifts in Arizona, Colo-
rado, and Wyoming farm and ranch populations. 
While the overall number of farms in the three states 
stayed consistent during that time, there was signifi-
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cant growth in the number of small farms. 

Data show that 78 percent of all farms have an-
nual gross sales of less than $50,000. Most farm 
operators own and live on their own properties and 
operate them as sole proprietorships. Farms and 
ranches are increasingly being operated by females, 
and most farm operators have off-farm employment, 
many working off-farm 200 or more days per year. 
The average age of farm operators in Arizona and 
Wyoming declined from 1997 to 2002, while the 
average age of farm operators in Colorado increased 
during the same period. 

Clearly, smaller operations constitute a sizable por-
tion of those involved in crop and livestock produc-
tion across the three states. And while the current 
census data does not provide details about the type 
or scale of smaller agricultural enterprises, it seems 
likely that smaller operators might engage in a wider 
diversity of animal and crop enterprises than larger 
operators. Smaller operators also may manage those 
enterprise activities in a manner unlike commercial 
operators.

From this hypothesis, researchers and educators 
from the three-state area designed and sent out 
their 2006 Rural Family Ventures Survey, focus-
ing on smaller operator demographics, sources of 
risk, information sources and preferred methods for 
receiving new information, resource management, 
and income status. They employed various tools of 
multi-variate statistical analysis, including cluster 
analysis, and classification techniques, as well. 

Preliminary findings indicate that farmers within the 
targeted population are highly heterogeneous with 
respect to their social and demographic attributes. A 
potential new clientele has been identified as those 
operators who have never received information from 
Cooperative Extension, those who are at financial 
or production risk, and those whose farm income 
accounts for more than 50 percent of household 
income. However, the survey results also identified 
a gap between what respondents believe they need 

in the way of helpful information and educator cur-
riculum. Following is a summary of the makeup of 
today’s farmers and ranchers:

Demographics
The majority of small farm operators have lived 
many years within their communities and on their 
farms and ranches. The properties tend to be about 
25 miles from the nearest metro area. While some 
operators have off-farm jobs, they do not commute 
far from their homes.

Small farm operators are typically male, older than 
54 years of age, and Caucasian. Survey data suggest 
that the spouses of such farm and ranch operators 
help manage the business. About one-half of the 
two primary operators on the farm have at least a 
two-year college degree.

Attitudes
Smaller operators are engaged in their particular 
family businesses to support their lifestyles and their 
families, to utilize their skills and knowledge, and to 
make money. They perceive financial risk to be their 
greatest challenge, followed by risks associated with 
the production of their commodity or product.

Overall, western producers are confident in their 
abilities to manage their family businesses and to 
achieve their goals; however, they are somewhat 
less confident in dealing with changes in the busi-
ness environment. They appear optimistic about the 
future of the business, but they are not very com-
fortable balancing work and family demands. These 
individuals enjoy what they do and strive for quality 
in the family business. For the most part, they do 
not envision themselves doing anything else.

Operational 
Many respondents from small agricultural opera-
tions do not see themselves as farm and ranch op-
erators. Of those who understand they are involved 
in agriculture, a large majority operate as a sole 
proprietorship. For more than 80 percent of the 
operators surveyed, the income generated on-farm 
accounts for less than 20 percent of total household 
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income. Paid employees, including family mem-
bers, are not typical for small operations in Arizona, 
Colorado, and Wyoming.

These rural property owners typically own 40 acres 
and do not lease additional land. Wells are the most 
common source of water, but surface water on or 
bordering such properties is also typical. Less than 
half of these property owners use some type of ir-
rigation on their pastures. Many of the operators 
surveyed use agricultural chemicals, but only about 
56 percent reported holding chemical applicator 
licenses.

Beef cattle, hay farming, and sheep and goats are 
the three most prevalent enterprises on these opera-
tions. Small producers in the survey area typically 
own livestock and other animals. Just over half of 
the animal owners have beef cattle, with an aver-
age herd size of 39 head. About 20 percent of the 
operators who own animals indicated they own 
horses; however, survey data do not clearly indicate 
a purpose. 

Respondents also tend to heavily graze their own 
property. They reported typically grazing pastures 
7.5 months a year and leave none or almost none of 
the forage. Their pastures have a 50/50 chance of 
being managed with a pasture management system. 
If they have a grazing management plan, respon-
dents are likely to have a 4-pasture rotation. Very 
few have public land leases to supplement produc-
tion from their own land.

The small acreage managers who reported crop 
production tend to be irrigated crop producers, 
with a majority of the acres in alfalfa or hay produc-
tion. The typical alfalfa producer grows about 60 
acres, and the typical hay (not pure alfalfa) producer 
grows about 51 acres. Small operators usually do 
not participate in government programs such as the 
Conservation Reserve Program.

Education 
Small farmers and ranchers highly value personal or 
one-on-one interaction as a means of acquiring new 
information. Peer/support groups or networks are 

the most preferred mode of one-on-one interaction. 
Additionally, information is preferred in print format 
whether it comes from Internet websites, trade 
magazines, or Cooperative Extension. Small produc-
ers are not likely to belong to commodity groups, 
to pay consultants, or to seek agriculturally related 
information from community colleges. The over-
whelming preference for print media was followed 
by two other forms of printed information: news-
letters and direct mailings. Email and video/DVD 
ranked last, aside from the two write-in categories.

Extension plays an important part in a producer’s 
acquisition of knowledge. A large majority of 
smaller producers reported receiving information 
from extension but not participating in an extension 
program in the last 12 months. Understandably, 
given the average age of producers, most small farm 
families have not had any family members partici-
pate in 4-H for at least two years.

The Extension Connection 
While the Cooperative Extension Service is primarily 
responsible for the diffusion of knowledge outside 
traditional, for-credit education programs, other 
university departments also play a role in the dis-
semination of research and education. Survey data 
suggest, however, that if the respondents receive 
information from a university, it most likely comes 
from extension.

From this study comes a better understanding 
of western producers’ educational needs and the  
threats facing their operations. Researchers are cau-
tiously optimistic that the end result may be two-
fold: a more efficient use of already scarce extension 
resources and an enhanced adoption of risk manage-
ment strategies by agricultural producers across the 
three states. University and extension administrators 
across the West may want to revisit the relationship 
extension has with its clientele. Survey responses 
to questions pertaining to the value of extension as 
a source of information have far reaching implica-
tions for extension’s ability to fulfill its mission and 
for the long-term sustainability of small farms and 
ranches. Unfortunately, it is difficult to predict how 
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Cooperative Extension may respond to meet the 
educational and informational needs of today’s small 
operators. 

Future Efforts
This report is intended to present a first look at 
the descriptive statistics derived from the survey 
responses. Further investigation will likely reveal ad-
ditional insights into underlying factors only briefly 
outlined herein. However, these analyses provide 
new insights into the changing makeup of small 
farm operators, who are the subject of concern both 
in the U.S. and  across the globe, and will aid in the 
identification of new extension clientele and their 
learning preferences.

At this point, the research team fully intends to 
conduct additional surveys by contacting traditional 
extension clientele and current survey respondents 
who expressed a willingness to participate in ad-
ditional research. Further analysis of existing data 
sets will help to clarify the implications for exten-
sion education and the sustainability of small-scale 
agricultural business activities.

Future team efforts may also include:

• Further analysis to address unanswered and 
emerging questions. For example: 

	 What is the correlation of “proximity to 
a metro area” to income levels, levels of 
educational attainment, enterprise selection, 
off-property employment, etc.?

	 Are there learning preference differences 
amongst geographic locations? Are the dif-
ferences in perceived risks dependent upon 
geographic location?

	 How do respondents understand the differ-
ences between extension, 4-H, and other 
university services? Also, do they realize 
that some information in trade publications 
is actually based upon work completed by 
extension professionals?

• Further investigation of the preferred sources of 
information and openness to technology.

• Expanding the survey to states beyond the 
initial study area of Arizona, Colorado, and 
Wyoming.

• Conducting focus groups to test survey results 
and to enhance researchers’ understanding of 
survey responses.

• Conducting a survey of commercial agricultural 
producers. Not only would such work lead to a 
better understanding of the educational needs 
of commercial-sized operators, but would also 
allow for comparisons between groups.

• Further investigate findings and relationships 
between this study, NASS data, and other 
published data sources. Additional inferences 
could be drawn about the total farm and ranch 
population and particular subsets of the agricul-
tural community as extension clientele.
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