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SELLING DIRECT-TO-CONSUMER 
AT FARMERS MARKETS 

Iowa has 237 farmers markets 

http://search.ams.usda.gov/farmersmarkets/ 



 

Facts on Direct-to-Consumer Food Marketing:  Incorporating Data from 
the 2007 Census of Agriculture. Adam Diamond and Ricardo Soto.  

Marketing Services Division, USDA-AMS.  2009. 



 

http://www.ams.usda.gov/AMSv1.0/ams.fetchTemplateData.do?template=TemplateS&navID

=WholesaleandFarmersMarkets&leftNav=WholesaleandFarmersMarkets&page=WFMFarme

rsMarketGrowth&description=Farmers%20Market%20Growth&acct=frmrdirmkt 



Survey Says… 

• The  2006 USDA National Farmers Market 
Manager Survey found: 
– Farmers markets that offered organic products had 

higher customer counts and sales than markets that 
did not offer organic products.  

– Farmers markets that operate 7 months a year or 
more experienced average sales that were nearly 
three times as high as their “season-only” 
counterparts.  

– More than 60 percent of farmers markets require 
vendors to only sell products they have produced 
themselves.   

http://www.ams.usda.gov/AMSv1.0/getfile?dDocName=STELPRDC5077203&acct=wdmgeninfo 



What are Iowans spending? 

 

2009 Farmers Market Customer Summary, compiled by NASS Iowa Field Office 

http://www.nass.usda.gov/Statistics_by_State/Iowa/Publications/Other_Surveys/ 



What are Iowans buying? 

 

2009 Farmers Market Customer Summary, compiled by NASS Iowa Field Office 

http://www.nass.usda.gov/Statistics_by_State/Iowa/Publications/Other_Surveys/ 



What are Vendors Making? 

• <20% of farmers market vendors in the north 
central region sell more than $5,000 per year 

 

USDA National Farmers Market Manager Survey 2006 

http://www.ams.usda.gov/AMSv1.0/getfile?dDocName=STELPRDC5077203&acct=wdmgeninfo 

2009 Farmers Market Vendor Summary, compiled by NASS Iowa Field Office 

http://www.nass.usda.gov/Statistics_by_State/Iowa/Publications/Other_Surveys/ 



Where is the Action? 

• ~72% of farmers market sales in Iowa were 
generated by five markets in 2005 

Otto, Daniel and Theresa Varner.  March 2005. Consumers, Vendors, and the Economic 

Importance of Iowa Farmers’ Markets: An Economic Impact Survey Analysis.  Leopold Center 

for Sustainable Agriculture. 

http://www.leopold.iastate.edu/research/marketing_files/markets_rfswg.pdf 



A Benefit to the Local Economy 

 

Otto, Daniel and Theresa Varner.  March 2005. Consumers, Vendors, and the Economic 

Importance of Iowa Farmers’ Markets: An Economic Impact Survey Analysis.  Leopold Center 

for Sustainable Agriculture. 

http://www.leopold.iastate.edu/research/marketing_files/markets_rfswg.pdf 



A STAND-OUT MARKET BOOTH 
Tell your story and build your brand with 



Signage 

• Your farm sign should: 

– Meaningfully identify your farm 

– Create a lasting impression 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/mr38/409488101/ 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/mr38/161939161/ 



Signage 

• Other signs might: 

– Identify a specialty 

– Describe your practices 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

– Or just make you stand out! 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/daniel_beaman_photography/3227171482/ 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/the_impression_that_i_get/1149786274/ 

 



Photos 

• Photographs help customer deepen the 
relationship with your farm and family 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/graygoosie/3473422045/ 



Shade 

• For the sake of your  
product and yourself 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/rosekb/3065603926/ 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/laurabell/157370213/ 



People Flow 

 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/mmmmarshall/1460589663/in/set-72157600993854897 
http://www.wallacecenter.org/our-work/Resource-Library/wallace-

publications/handbooks/Farmer11-1_Pr.pdf/view 



People Matter! 

• You and your employees are part of the booth 

– Wear a “uniform” with the farm logo 

– Look neat & tidy 

– Be engaging 

– Stay busy 

– Go out of your way 
to provide excellent 
customer service 

 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/lisabk/2499561553/ 



Stand Out! 

• Sing! 

• Dance! 

• Juggle! 

• Wear a goofy hat! 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/beautifulcataya/2894707799/ 



GREAT PRODUCT MERCHANDISING 
The silent salesperson: 



You’ve got 3 seconds… 

• A product display should be a work of art that 
invites interaction 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/72397567@N00/1671442861/ 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/gurlangel16/112528201/ 



Color 

• Color contrast makes a display “pop” 

• Highlight product with neutral background 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/monitorpop/246049671/ 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/mr38/3343763952/ 



Color 

 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/alisonlol/1473128619/in/set-72157602246441530/ 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/experiencela/2191052964/ 



Bounty 

• Always give the appearance of abundance 

– Constantly re-stock or change container 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/the_impression_that_i_get/511500999/ 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/the_impression_that_i_get/511472490/in/photostream/ 



Bounty 

 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/graygoosie/2618643625/ 



Top Shelf 

• “Sell zone” is from eyeball to elbow 

– Don’t make shoppers  
bend over to reach  
product on the ground 

– Don’t make your  
display too deep 

– Utilize vertical space 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/mmmmarshall/3538195114/in/set-72157600993854897/ 



http://www.flickr.com/photos/ellectric/28057545/in/set-645005/ 



Top Shelf 

 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/experiencela/2148720097/ 



Sampling 

• Get your food in their faces! 

• But talk to your  
market master  
and county health  
department! 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/bootsintheoven/2720101716/ 



Product Signage 

• Legibly convey product & price, but also: 

– Variety 

– Attributes that 
add value 

– Even suggested  
use or recipe 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/wildcat_dunny/184987981/ 



Product Signage 

• But it may be possible to go overboard… 

http://www.flickr.com/photos/afagen/2967027624/ 



Strategic Packaging & Pricing 

• You may have better luck with a smaller 
container, even if the price/unit is higher 

– e.g. blackberries - pint for $5 or ½ pint for $3 

• Package multiple products together for a 
premium price 

– “Salsa kit” with tomatoes, peppers, onions, cilantro 

– “Stir-fry special” with summer squash and baby 
vegetables 



Setting Prices 

• Know what your “competition” is charging 

• Price in line with customers’ needs, desires, 
and willingness to pay (value perceptions) 

• Adjust prices from market to market (based on 
your costs and their value perceptions) 

• Have a concise, convincing explanation for 
why you charge what you charge 

 

Michael O’Donnell, The Marketing Plan: Step-by-Step, 1991 



Setting Prices 

• Avoid temptation to “dump” at end of market 

– Have a secondary market for cosmetically 
imperfect product – e.g. restaurant/food service 

– A donation to a food bank may be better than 
training your customers to wait for bargains 

• Don’t willfully undercut other vendors’ prices 

– Can create a perception of lower value 

– Creates ill will amongst vendors; think teamwork 



CUSTOMER SERVICE ORIENTATION 
The best marketers have a 



 

Selling Strategies for Local Food Producers – University of Missouri Extension 

https://mospace.umsystem.edu/xmlui/bitstream/handle/10355/8915/SellingStategiesLocalFoo

dProducers.pdf 



 

Selling Strategies for Local Food Producers – University of Missouri Extension 

https://mospace.umsystem.edu/xmlui/bitstream/handle/10355/8915/SellingStategiesLocalFoo

dProducers.pdf 



People Matter! 

• More repeat business is lost due to a bad 
customer service experience than a bad 
product experience. 

Selling Strategies for Local Food Producers – University of Missouri Extension 

https://mospace.umsystem.edu/xmlui/bitstream/handle/10355/8915/SellingStategiesLocalFoo

dProducers.pdf 



Get to Know Your Customers 

• Greet by name (if you’re good at that) 

• Care – ask about family, or how they liked last 
week’s purchase, recipe, etc 

• Listen carefully; write down  
special needs or requests 

• Do your research 

– Trends 

– Demographics 

Selling Strategies for Local Food Producers – University of Missouri Extension 

https://mospace.umsystem.edu/xmlui/bitstream/handle/10355/8915/SellingStategiesLocalFoo

dProducers.pdf 

http://annarborchronicle.com/2009/10/07/how-much-do-you-spend-at-the-market/ 



Nested perceptions of local 



Make Customer Feel Important 

• Acknowledge those waiting in line 

• Sell a complementary product 

• Give them something free 

• Make contact between markets 

• Face complaints gracefully 

– “What can I do to make this right?” 

• Happy customers bring in new 
customers 

http://blog.preservationnation.org/2010/03/19/americas-next-top-main-streets-not-just-a-

pretty-face/ 



Evaluate Your Marketing 

• Take time to step out of your booth and get 
your customer’s point of view 

• Ask someone you trust to provide feedback 

• Record yourself  
interacting with  
customers 

http://theiowafarmerswife.blogspot.com/2011/09/our-first-farmers-market.html 



Get to Know the Other Vendors 

• Where are they from? 

• What are their specialties? 

• How can you complement 
their business? 

– Who is their target 
customer? 

– Are their customers looking 
for something you can 
provide? 

http://www.thedailygreen.com/healthy-eating/latest/best-farmers-markets-0917 



YOU ARE AT MARKET TO PROVIDE… 



ABUNDANCE 

• Provide the customer with an abundance of: 

– Fresh, high-quality product that is handled 
carefully and presented attractively 

– Ample information regarding price, variety, and 
production method, as well as your farm story 

– Customer service that surpasses their 
expectations and builds a relationship 

 



Farmers Marketing Resources 

• Farmers Market Coalition – resource library 
– http://www.farmersmarketcoalition.org/resources/resource-library 

• Iowa Department of Ag & Land Stewardship – Horticulture and 
Farmers Market Program 
– http://www.iowaagriculture.gov/horticultureandFarmersMarket.asp 

• Iowa Farmers Market Association 
– http://www.iafarmersmarkets.org/ 

• Farmers Markets Today 
– http://www.farmersmarketstoday.com 

• USDA-AMS Farmers Markets and Local Food Marketing 
– http://www.ams.usda.gov/AMSv1.0/FARMERSMARKETS 

http://www.farmersmarketcoalition.org/resources/resource-library
http://www.farmersmarketcoalition.org/resources/resource-library
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Farmers Marketing Publications 
• Growing for Market – Selling at Farmers Markets,  

– http://www.growingformarket.com/categories/20071227 

• Selling Strategies for Local Food Producers – Missouri Extension 
– https://mospace.umsystem.edu/xmlui/bitstream/handle/10355/8915

/SellingStategiesLocalFoodProducers.pdf  

• Maximizing Your Sales, Diane Eggert, NY Farmers Market Federation  
– http://farmersmarketcoalition.org/resources/home/article/resource-

library/14-farm-business-and-marketing/123-maximizing-your-sales 

• ATTRA Farmers Markets Marketing & Business Guide,  
– http://attra.ncat.org/attra-pub/farmmarket.html 

• Farmers Markets: Rules, Regulations, and Opportunities 
– http://www.nationalaglawcenter.org/assets/articles/hamilton_farmer

smarkets.pdf 

http://www.growingformarket.com/categories/20071227
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Thanks! 

• What questions do 
you have? 
 

Andy Larson 

(515) 294-5875 

smallfarms@iastate.edu  

mailto:smallfarms@iastate.edu

