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Marketing Your Farm

A good marketing plan is an essential element of a farming enterprise 
and should not be overlooked. Some would venture it ranks above 
production in importance because a farm’s profitability is greatly 
influenced by their ability to consistently sell product throughout the 
season for a good price. It can be tempting to start production without 
giving much thought to marketing or where product will be sold. 
However, planning for this in advance of harvest will help determine 
production levels and estimate income. Keep in mind that marketing is 
not simply about selling but also having a clear idea of what consumers 
want and being able to deliver it to them for a profit.

The intention of this publication is to give an overview of marketing strategies 
used by family farms and to help determine which enterprises are right for you 
and your farm.

Market it Local

Good news: The demand for locally grown farm products has seen 
significant growth in the last few years, and there is evidence that 
consumers are willing to pay more for it than food grown elsewhere.  
If you don’t communicate where your farm products come from you  
could be throwing away as much as a 30% premium. 

•• Tell•your•story—This is a leading marketing strategy for the global food 
supply. Those stories are fake. Your story is real. 

•• Label•it•local—This is less important when you are selling directly to a 
consumer. Otherwise it is essential. 

•• Take•photography—Take photos of your farm in every season and stage 
of production. You will use these more than you realize. 

•• Develop•a•farm•identity•and•logo—Your farm name is not enough. 
Customers need to be able to identify your farm easily.

Sell your product

Understanding what motivates consumers to purchase local products will 
influence your marketing message. Below are some of the reasons people 
give for wanting to buy locally grown farm products:

•• Supporting•local•economy

•• Relative•purity•of•ingredients

•• Freshness

•• Uniqueness

•• Quality

•• Personal•connection•with•farmer

ASAP identifies and defines “local” 

through our Appalachian Grown™ 

branding and certification program. 

We encourage you to become an 

Appalachian Grown farm. Display 

the logo to let customers know your 

products are grown right here in 

the Southern Appalachians; within 

100 miles of Asheville, to be exact. 

We believe the Appalachian Grown 

program helps to increase sales—

improving pricing for all, creating 

more demand for local products, 

and contributing to more profitable 

businesses and more sustainable 

farms. 

Labeling your product at the 

farm is a great way to inform the 

customer that what they’re buying is 

Appalachian Grown and truly local. 

We offer rubber bands, produce 

ties, and a variety of stickers at an 

affordable rate. 

A marketing plan should include 

the following elements: planning, 

pricing, promotion, and distribution 

of product. It should also broadly 

define the customer/buyer, the 

product they want, and the most 

effective means of reaching them.
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Master Your Message

Keep your messaging clear and concise. Then determine the best 
medium—is it print, radio, email, website advertisement etc. Here are 
some guidelines:

 • Share the benefits with the customer and show/tell what your business 
means to them, not what it means to you.

 • Lead with your message and make it the most prominent. The name of 
your business need to be included but it’s not the most important part 
of your marketing piece.

 • A logo can communicate a message.

 • A few words can communicate a message. Don’t drown your message in 
extraneous information.

Don’t Put All Your Eggs in One Basket 

It is important to have a good market mix and to constantly evaluate 
what is working and what you can change. This will help reduce risk and 
increase profits. Deciding which enterprises to undertake can often be 
difficult. From CSA, to wholesale markets to direct retailing the possibilities 
can seem endless. Before starting any new enterprise it is always a good 
idea to review your current situation and goals. Ask yourself if there is an 
established market for your product or service or will you need to create it? 
Do you have the necessary skills? Will it be profitable? 

Recognizing the challenges and benefits of a certain market will help you 
determine if it is a good fit for you and your farm. Below are tips to assist 
with making market assessments.  Keep in mind these are generalizations 
and there are always exceptions.

Need help deciding what market mix will work? ASAP can help you 
answer these questions and evaluate the feasibility for your farm. If you’re 
interested in free individual marketing or business planning, contact ASAP 
at (828) 236-1282.

Grocers and Wholesale Markets

Packaging: Wholesale and retail markets will expect standardized 
packaging. The retail environment will often require a farm to provide PLU 
and UPC codes. This can greatly add to the cost of a product. 

Customer Service and Delivery: A regular delivery schedule is likely, and 
there can be multiple delivery points for one client. A refrigerated truck 
may also be a requirement. A high level of customer service is expected. 

Insurance and Certifications: Some amount of product liability insurance 
along with GAP certification and traceability measures may be required. 
You should be working on compliance or open to doing so.

General•Tips

• Marketing your product directly to 

the customer is easier to pull off if 

you have the right personality.

• Farm products “sell themselves” 

more easily if they are closer to 

their original state. The more you 

process it, the more competition 

there will be from highly 

sophisticated, well-packaged, 

highly-marketed products. 

• Find a product and market mix 

that works and stick with it.

• Start and maintain a mailing/

email list, even if you don’t know 

what to do with it. Establish this 

as early as possible. Then work on 

using it.

• Maintain customer 

communications in the most 

personal way you can—whatever 

your customer base. Global 

food suppliers have armies of 

salespeople whose job it is to build 

a feeling of personal relationship 

with the supplier. Your personal 

relationship is real.

Pricing•Guidelines

• Know your variable and fixed costs.

• Minimum pricing is set by 

production and marketing costs.

• Don’t rely on what others are 

charging.

• Keeping good production records 

will help you set price.

• Don’t forget to pay yourself.
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Volume•and•Consistency: High volume and consistency in product shape, 
size, and color (professional grading) are required. Farms are expected to 
offer credit on unsatisfactory product.

Invoicing•and•Payment:•Farms must have the ability to create a clear and 
easy invoicing system and have the finances to float between delivery and 
payment (up to 30 days). Expect wholesale pricing.

Restaurants

Packaging: Most restaurants accept informal packaging but make sure 
produce is washed thoroughly.

Customer•Service•and•Delivery:•A regular delivery schedule is expected 
along with weekly calls for availability and ordering. This is often the 
most time consuming model for a farm. A high level of customer service 
is expected. The success of selling to a restaurant often depends on the 
relationship established with the chef. Persistence is key. Don’t give up 
after one call.

Insurance•and•Certifications: Most restaurants do not require liability 
insurance or GAP certification. Corporate owned restaurants often have 
different requirements from those that are locally owned.

Volume•and•Consistency: Chefs look for fresh, seasonal, and unique 
products. Volume is often lower than wholesale markets and uniformed 
consistency is not required. 

Invoicing•and•Payment: Invoicing should be consistent but less formal. 
Pricing is typically better than wholesale and slightly under retail.

Schools and Institutions

This market is often the most difficult for a farm to access directly since 
many institutions operate under contracts with larger food service 
providers. 

Packaging: Standardized packaging is required. 

Customer•Service•and•Delivery: A regular delivery schedule is likely, and 
there can be multiple delivery points for one client. This is especially true 
of school systems. A refrigerated truck may also be a requirement. 

Insurance and Certifications: Some type of product liability insurance 
along with GAP certification and traceability may also be required. Farms 
should be working on compliance or open to doing so.

Volume and Consistency: Volume can vary greatly depending on the size 
of the school system or institution. Consistency is important when selling 
to schools, as they have strict nutrition guidelines. Professional washing 
and grading is required.

Market•Connections
Looking to connect with local 

buyers or fine tune your marketing 

ideas? ASAP can help. We work with 

area buyers to understand their 

requirements and product needs 

in an effort to make strong grower 

connections. Call us to get started.

828-236-1282.

The•Mixing•Bowl
ASAP’s Mixing Bowl is your chance to 

tell businesses what products you have 

to offer them and your opportunity 

to learn just what products area 

wholesale buyers are seeking. Offered 

online and in print at no cost. To get in 

the Mixing Bowl, “Get in the Guide” at 

www.buyappalachian.org/guide.
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Invoicing and Payment: Farms must have the ability to create a clear and 
easy invoicing system and have the finances to float between delivery 
and payment (up to 30 days). Farms may be expected to take credit cards 
as payment and should be set up to do so. Farms will not receive retail 
prices. Most public schools operate under a bid system, and farms will be 
expected to submit a bid, for a chance to sell product, along with all other 
distributors. 

Direct to Consumer

Weekly tailgate markets, CSA shares, farm stands and u-Pick are included in 
this model.

Packaging: Minimal packaging/informal 

Customer Service and Delivery: Direct sales take a high level of customer 
service and salesmanship. All interactions are direct with the consumer 
and require a large time commitment from the farm. This is especially true 
for a CSA.

Insurance and Certifications: Currently not required for direct sales with 
the exclusion of u-Pick and farm stands. Special insurance is needed to 
cover visitors to the farm.

Volume and Consistency: Volume can be difficult to judge with the 
exception of CSA shares which are pre-sold. Variety is important along with 
an extended growing season. 

Invoicing and Payment: Payment is often in cash with the exception 
of CSAs where customers may want to pay with a credit card. Farms are 
setting prices and should expect the highest return on this model. 

This project was supported by the Beginning Farmer and Rancher Development Program of 
the National Institute of Food and Agriculture, USDA, Grant # 2010-49400-21817.
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Five•things•to•consider•
before•starting•a•CSA

1. You are in charge of everything 

from marketing to outreach, 

getting members, signing them 

up, managing payments, doing 

a newsletter, farming. It is a 

complicated enterprise.

2. There is a high level of 

commitment. You have taken 

people’s money in advance and 

they expect the best throughout 

the entire season.

3. Intense planning—for production, 

marketing, and member 

communication.

4. High level of communication with 

members—newsletter, recipes, 

farm days, etc. 

5. Not a great model for a beginner 

farmer. It is best to have at least 

one season under your belt to 

practice with no pressure.

306 West Haywood St., Asheville, NC 28801
828-236-1282 • www.asapconnections.org

Appalachian Grown™ is a trademark of 
Appalachian Sustainable Agriculture Project. 
www.AppalachianGrown.org 

Working•With•a•New•Buyer

• Be persistent and patient—

Connecting with a buyer is a 

process.

• Having a single contact almost 

never works. It can be a challenge 

to get the time and attention of the 

right person.

• Personally invite the buyer out to 

your farm—Let them see firsthand 

what makes your product special.

• Be professional—Call when you say 

you will, be on time, be reliable.

• Don’t over promise—Be 

conservative in what you say you 

can do until regular patterns are 

established.

• Communicate any problems 

immediately—delay in delivery, 

weather, crop failure etc.


