
Great Lakes Fruit, Vegetable & Farm Market Expo
DeVos Place Convention Center 

Grand Rapids,k MI 

December 9-11, 2003

9:00 a.m. Farmers Market Survey-What Managers are Saying 

Jim Bingen, Michigan State University

9:45 a.m. Successful Farm Marketing in Illinois 

Richard Tanner, Tanner`s Orchard
Marilyn Tanner, Tanner`s Orchard

10:30 a.m. Opportunities to Connect with Consumers 

Michael Hamm, Michigan State University

10:50 a.m. Michigans AgriTourism Survey Results 

Sandy Hill, Michigan Dept of Agriculture  
Deborah Che, Western Michigan University



 Bingen - 1 

Farmers’ Markets in Michigan 
Preliminary Results from a Survey of Market Managers 

Jim Bingen, Department of Resource Development 
323 Natural Resources Building, Michigan State University 

East Lansing, MI 48824-1222 
Tel. 517-353-1905  Email bingen@msu.edu 

Why This Survey? 

During several informal discussions in late 2002, organic and small-scale farmers around the state 
expressed a keen interest in learning more about the marketing opportunities offered by farmers’ markets 
in Michigan. In response, and building upon surveys of farmers’ markets in other states, as well as 
informal discussions with about 30 farmers’ market managers and masters, a questionnaire was sent to 90 
Michigan farmers’ markets in April 2003. Sixty-four questionnaires were returned. 

In addition to providing some baseline information about farmers’ markets in Michigan that is of interest 
to farmers, market managers, and state and local officials, this survey is the first step for initiating 
conversations among market managers and masters around the state, between farmers and market 
managers and with farmers’ market customers. 

The survey covered six categories of questions: (1) Market Characteristics and Operations; (2) Vendors; 
(3) Customers; (4) Market Rules and Regulations; (5) Market Promotion and Educational Activities; and, 
(6) Market Manager/Master Concerns and Perspectives. This summary presents only selected highlights 
from the survey. 

Where Are the Farmers’ Markets in Michigan? 

Distribution of Farmers’ Markets by 

City Size

Population

Number 

of

Markets

%

0 - 1,999 6 9.4%

2,000 - 4,999 15 23.4%

5,000 - 9,999 14 21.9%

10,000 - 14,999 7 10.9%

15,000 - 29,999 4 6.3%

30,000 - 59,000 6 9.4%

60,000+ 12 18.8%

Total 64 100.0%
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Where Should You Look for a Farmers’ Market?

Forty-five of the markets use public property and, 

75% of the markets are “downtown” or within ½ mile of downtown 

25% are located near a mall or away from downtown 
Managers express two major concerns related to the location of their markets: visibility to customers and 
customer parking. 

When Can You Shop at a Farmers’ Market?

Over one-half of the markets are open only one day per week and most markets are open on Saturday (45 
markets) and Wednesday (26 markets). The local newspaper(s), flyers posted in local businesses and local 
radio are the best way to find out about a local farmers’ market. 

What Can You Buy at a Farmers’ Market and is it Local? 

Michigan’s farmers’ markets offer a diverse range of products and there is a widespread preference for 
“local and homegrown” produce. Managers are especially concerned that vendors offer locally grown, 
fresh and high quality products. Whether wholesale produce, crafts and other non-agricultural products 
should be sold are major topics of debate for many market managers – they want to “be in the market 
without becoming another resale outlet, and they do not want to become flea markets. 

Products
# of 

Markets

% of 

Markets

Fruits and Vegetables 62 100.0

 Flowers (cut, dried) 55 88.7

 Bedding Plants 47 75.8

 Meats and Cheeses 16 25.8

 Crafts 41 66.1

Baked Goods, Honey, Jams etc. 41 66.1

 Other 10 16.1

What Else is Happening at Farmers’ Markets?

Only a very limited number of farmers’ markets in Michigan currently offer music or other amenities to 
enhance the attractiveness of the market as a “social experience,” but several markets invite Master 
Gardeners to offer classes and allow fund-raising by community groups. 

How Do Farmers’ Markets Help to Make Local Produce More Accessible for All Income Levels? 

Forty-three markets participate in Project Fresh/WIC and some markets have developed their own local 
food re-distribution programs. 

Who Sponsors Michigan Farmers’ Markets? 

38% are managed by a Chamber of Commerce or Downtown Development Authority 

28% are administered by a unit of Local Government 

34% are operated by a Non-Profit Committee, Garden Club, etc. 
Most markets are funded by weekly stall fees paid by vendors, and vendors participate in policy and 
management decisions in almost one-half of the markets.  

What Are the Market Managers’ Main Concerns?

Most managers would welcome more vendors even while observing the need to continue working on 
many vendor-related issues, such as the assignment of stalls, the quality of produce, etc. Market 
improvements also rank high: more space, more parking, a permanent site with some protection from the 
weather, etc. 
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What Makes a Farmers’ Market Successful? 

Fresh produce sold by “committed vendors”!! In addition, several managers highlight the importance of 
community interest and local government support, the role of the market as a Saturday morning gathering 
place, their own personal involvement as well as consistent management. 

What Are the Managers’ Most Productive Management Tools?

Clear, concise rules and regulations for vendors, and good communication with vendors and others 
involved in running the market. And as one manager noted, “a thick skin.” 

What Advice Do Managers Offer to New Market Managers?

In their own words: 
“Set the rules and stick to them” 
“Respect the vendors.” “Get to know the vendors….treat them like an extended family.” 
“Be fair and consistent; listen to vendors and allow them to participate in decision-making.” 
“Make the market a social activity.” 
“Keep a sense of humor…enjoy the opportunity…have fun!” 

What Are the Next Steps?

Share and get market managers together to discuss the results of this survey and to identify next steps that 
would help them promote farmers’ markets in Michigan. This might include identifying: 

ways for managers to share and exchange experiences 

whether and how vendor and customer surveys might be useful 

the establishment of a state-wide system of “certified farmers’ markets” based on the principle 
that the market offers only vendor grown produce 

improved publicity for farmers’ markets (in collaboration with the Michigan Department of 
Agriculture).

Sharing and discussing the results of this survey with small-scale farmers around the state. 

Comments? Observations? Would You Like More Information?

Please get in touch with: 
Jim Bingen 

Department of Resource Development 
Michigan State University 

East Lansing, Michigan 48824-1222 
Telephone: 517-353-1905 

Fax: 517-353-8994 
Email: bingen@msu.edu
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Michigan’s Agritourism Survey Results 

 Dr. Deborah Che      Sandra Hill 
 Western Michigan University    Michigan Department of Agriculture 
 Department of Geography     Agriculture Development Division 
 3236 Wood Hall      6

th
 Floor, Constitution Hall 

 Kalamazoo, MI 49008     P.O. Box 30017 
 (269) 387-0604 (phone)     Lansing, MI 48909 
 (269) 387-3442 (fax)     (517) 241-0194 (phone) 

deborah.che@wmich.edu     (517) 335-0628 (fax) 
        hills9@michigan.gov 

Objectives

The purpose of this survey is to gain a greater understanding of the current conditions and practices of 
agritourism operations in Michigan.   The main objectives include the following: 

To profile the agritourism operations in terms of major products, services, and activities 

To determine the number of customers served by the operations 

To determine the average gross sales of the operations 

To characterize the employment opportunities created by the businesses 

To describe the major types of advertising and promotion used by the operations 

To determine the main benefits of agritourism operations to customers, operators, Michigan 
agriculture, and the state of Michigan, as perceived by the operators 

To learn the main impediments to the agritourism operations, as perceived by the operators 

Methodology 

Two research methods were used for this study: 

Three focus groups, each consisting of from six to nine agritourism operators, were conducted in 
Kalamazoo, Ellsworth, and Flint during 2002 and 2003.  The focus groups were conducted to 
elicit the ideas and perceptions of the operators and to assist in the development and interpretation 
of a broader survey. 

A survey of Michigan agritourism operators was conducted during 2002 and 2003.  The surveys 
were distributed via direct mail and through industry meetings and conventions.  A total of 301 
usable questionnaires were returned. 

Major Findings 

The following are the major findings of the survey: 

Products and Sales

Agritourism operations offer a wide range of products, services, and experiences for tourists, 
including u-pick and/or ready–to-sell berries and tree fruits, crafts, baked goods, hay rides, 
pumpkin patches, u-cut and pre-cut Christmas trees, sleigh rides, hunting ranches, sheep and 
llama farms, petting zoos, stocked fish ponds, dairy farms, nurseries, vineyards, and many others. 
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The five products offered most frequently by agritourism operations were apples, Christmas trees, 
pumpkins, animal products, and strawberries.   

About one-fifth (19%) of the agritourism operators were open year round; the rest (81%) were 
open just part of the year, with an average of 175 days of operation in 2002. 

The average number of visitors to an operation in 2002 was 11,647, although this figure varied 
widely (standard deviation (s.d.) of 35,437).   

Gross sales of the business varied greatly (s.d. $357,017), but averaged $141,334 in 2002. 

Advertising and Promotion

Amount of money spent on promotion and advertisement varied widely (ranging from $0 to 
$180,000), but averaged $5,632 (s.d.=$16,362) in 2002. 

The most-used form of promotion was, by far, newspaper ads, with almost three-fourths (72.3%) 
of the business claiming to use this form of promotion.  Other popular forms of promotion 
included developing and mailing out one’s own brochure (38.6%), being listed in MDA’s 
Michigan Farm Market and U-Pick Directory (34.1%), and developing and maintaining a web 
site (33.1%).  No other advertising method was used by more than one-third of the agritourism 
operations.

Benefits

The agritourism operators felt that their businesses provided a number of benefits to their 
customers.  The top three were: 1) the customers have an opportunity to experience a “personal 
touch” as part of the sales process, 2) the customers can buy fresh agricultural products, and 3) 
the customers can participate in a family activity. 

Benefits of agritourism business that operators felt to be “important” or “very important” 
included 1) that it allows them to maintain a “way of life,” 2) that it allows them to keep the 
family farm, and 3) that it provides additional income. 

Agritourism operators felt that three important benefits of agritourism to Michigan agriculture 
were: 1) maintaining the viability of agriculture in Michigan, 2) increasing understanding of 
agriculture among non-farmers, and 3) creating brand identity for Michigan agriculture.   

Agritourism operators felt that their businesses brought a number of important benefits to the 
state of Michigan, with the top two being preserving open space and farmland and keeping 
Michigan tourists and dollars in-state. 

Impediments

Agritourism operators felt that there were a number of impediments to agritourism development.   
Four impediments that were rated by most operators as “very important” or “important” were: 1) 
loss of property tax homestead exemption, 2) zoning or local ordinances, 3) liability, and 4) 
signage regulations. 

Conclusions

 This study documents the strong economic and social benefits that agritourism operations provide 
farmers and their customers, as well as the state of Michigan.  It is recommended that the state of 
Michigan provide support to these businesses by working with other governmental agencies regarding 
regulations constraining the growth of agritourism in the state, and by further linking agritourism with the 
current Travel Michigan “Great Lakes, Great Times” and MDA “Select Michigan” marketing strategies.


