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Abstract 

 
Results from a survey conducted in New England 
region showed majority farmers were middle age or 
older, male, well-educated, and have Medium to High 
incomes from off farm employment. This same group 
also farm small acreage, have low agricultural sales, 
and over a third sustained losses from farming 
activities. However these farmers contributed 
significantly to economic mobility and intellectual 
mobility by supporting their own families through off 
farm jobs, as well as offering employment 
opportunities to other families in communities. The 
key to sustain rural economy seems to rely on a 
combination of economic mobility and intellectual 
mobility to support farm households to achieve the 
highest satisfaction which would lead to community 
prosperity. 
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Multifunctionality in Agriculture 
Deepening, Broadening, Re-Grounding 

 

 Agritourism – petting zoo, farm tour and 
demonstration, event/festival, Bed & Breakfast, 
outdoor recreation 
 Value Added – jam & jelly, cheese, spice, bread, 
butter, cream, ice cream, yogurt, wool, pickled 
fruit/vegetable, syrup, wine, candy, Christmas tree 
 Direct Sales – pick-your-own, farm stand, 
Community Supported Agriculture, coop, farmer’s 
market, restaurant, grocery stores, institutions 

 

Differences between Multifunctionality 
and Diversification 

 

 Production v.s. Operation and Management 
 Non-traditional benefits and values offered by 
agricultural enterprises 
 Resource allocation and re-direction 

 

Challenges for Farm Households 
 

 Poverty, declining land value, environmental 
degradation, climate change, and volatile 
economic structure 
 Lack of economic incentives, resources, and 
opportunities 
 Negative correlation between farm size, off 
farm income, and losses from farming 
 

Research Questions 
 
 What do farmers do to continue farming 
activities even at a loss? 
 What is the relationship between off farm jobs, 
multifunctionality, and economic mobility for farm 
families and others in a community? 
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79% 

White 
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American 
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American Indian or 
Alaska Native 

1% 

Less than High School 
3% 

High School 
17% 

Some College 
23% 

4-year College and 
More 
57% 

Selected Demographics of the Detailed Farm Survey, n=1,029 

Survey Methods and Responses 

Step 1. Postcard mailed to 30,000+ farmers in New 
England through National Agricultural Statistics Service 
 4,636 responses 

Step 2. Detailed farm survey mailed to 7,026 farmers 
(including postcard respondents and additional random 
samples) in New England through National Agricultural 
Statistics Service   1,029 responses used in this study 

Number of Farmers Engaged  in Agritourism, 
Direct Sales, and Value Added Sales v.s. Off 
Farm Income Categories, 2011 
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Gross Farm Income v.s. Number of Farmers in 
Different Off Farm Income Categories, 2011 
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Profit/Loss v.s. Number of Farmers in 
Different Off Farm Income Categories, 2011 

Profit/Loss 

Discussion 

 Majority small family farm operators relied on off farm income 
 Over ½ of respondents who received off farm income engaged in 

multifunctional operations in 2011 
 Direct sales seemed to be the most popular practice 
 Many farmers earned High to Medium levels of off farm income 

while sustaining losses or very low income from farming 
 Higher education levels related to higher positions in off farm 

jobs 
 Geographic location influenced farming style and decisions in off 

farm jobs 
 Farmers enhanced economic mobility for their own families by 
 participating in off farm jobs and multifunctional operations 
 Farmers contributed to intellectual mobility for  local economy by 
 engaging in higher paid off farm jobs • Vermont had the highest percentage of respondents in the 

Middle Off Farm Income category 
• Rhode Island had the highest percentage of respondents in 

the High Off Farm Income category, followed by 
Massachusetts 
 

Policy Implications 

 Design and develop outreach programs for small family farmers  
 focusing on balancing life style and financial security 
 Offer guidance and training to motivate young, well educated 

people to create new opportunities in both farming and 
contributing to local economy through off farm employment 
 
 
 

Future Studies 

To quantify and estimate impacts of off farm jobs on economic 
mobility and intellectual mobility at community level through 
employment and multifunctional operations 

Brown, J., Goetz, S., Ahearn, A., & Liang, C. (2014). Linkages between community focused agriculture, farm sales, and regional growth, 
Economic Development Quarterly. Available  online http://edq.sagepub.com/content/early/2013/10/12/0891242413506610 
European Commission. (2012). The Common Agricultural Policy A partnership between Europe and farmers. Retrieved July 6, 2013, from 
Europa: http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/cap-overview/2012_en.pdf  
Gunter, L. & McNamara, K. T. (1990). The impact of local labor market conditions on the off-farm earnings of farm operators. So. J. Agr. Econ. 
July, pp. 155-165 
Huffman, W.E. (1980). Farm and off-farm work decisions: The role of human capital. Rev. Econ. and Stat., 62, pp. 14-23 
Johnson, T.G. (1985) Off-farm employment of small-farm operators: A strategy for survival.  Strategy for Survival of Small Farmers: 
International Implications. Thomas T.  
Williams, ed., Human Resources Development Center, Tuskegee Institute 
Liang, C. (2015). What Policy Options Seem to Make the Most Sense for Local Food? Choices, a publication of the Agricultural and Applied 
Economics Association. March. Available online http://www.choicesmagazine.org/choices-magazine/theme-articles/community-economics-
of-local-foods/what-policy-options-seem-to-make-the-most-sense-for-local-food 
Renting, H., Rossing, W. A. H., Groot, J. C. J., Van der Ploeg, J. D., Laurent, C., Perraud, D.,  Stobbelaar, D. J. & Van Ittersum, M. K.  (2009). 
Exploring multifunctional agriculture: A review of conceptual approaches and prospects for an integrative transitional framework, Journal of 
Environmental Management, 90, S112-S123.  
Van Huylenboeck, Guido and Guy Durand, eds. (2003). Multifunctional Agriculture:  A New Paradigm for European Agriculture and Rural 
Development. Hampshire: Ashgate. 
 

Selected References 

Off Farm Income Categories 
Based on Job Title in 2011 

High - $80,000+ (n=67) 
Physician, lawyer, professor, 
president/CEO, etc. 
 
Medium - $30,000 to $80,000 
(n=318) 
Teacher, nurse, truck driver, 
plumber, etc. 
 
Low – less than $30,000 (n=45) 
Labor, teacher’s aid, part time 
work, etc. 
 
Others – retired, volunteer, no 
response  (n=20) 

New England Multifunctional 
Agriculture Distribution  
Based on Postcard Surveys 

Red = high-high, Pink = high-low, 
Purple = low-high, Blue = low-low, 
White = no data, Grey = not significant 
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