
Baseline Study of Farm Business 
Management Planning 

Part I 
 

Take a New Approach with the 
Agricultural Management Institute 



Agricultural Management Institute 

ÅNot-for-profit farm-led organization Ontario; 

ÅMandate to fund activities to develop business 
and risk management 

ïTools 

ïProducts 

ïInformation, resources and training 



Why do the study? 
ÅBaseline evaluation of awareness, familiarity and 

usage of farm business management programs, tools 
and organizations; 

ÅDiscover the differences of those farms that do and 
do not conduct business management practices; 

ÅGive scope to programs and funding for the future; 

ÅMeasure our impact over time. 



Researchers 

ÅPartnership between AMI, Ipsos-Reid and the 
Ontario Soil and Crop Improvement 
Association; 

ÅIpsos Forward Research (Agriculture Division) 
carried out the work starting in July 2010; 



Focus Groups with 
Business Farmers 

In-depth Interviews 
with Non-Business 

Farmers 

Quantitative Survey 
with Segmentation 

Analysis 

Quantitative Survey with Segmentation 
Analysis fielded between Mar 7th-19th 
2011.  

 

Objective: to identify a current snapshot of 

Ontario farmersô involvement in farm 

business planning that is provincially 

representative. Further to segment Ontario 

farmers in terms of their attitudes and 

behaviours towards business management 

planning. 

 

Six focus groups with farmers who 

are engaged with business 

management planning activities,  

fielded between Nov. 29th - Dec. 10th 

2010. 

Objective: to develop an understanding of 

Ontario farmers as it relates to each stage 

starting with need identification and ending 

with implementation of farm business 

management planning.  

 

Twenty in-depth telephone 

interviews with farmers who are not 

engaged with farm business 

management planning activities, 

fielded between Dec 1st -9th 2010.  

 

Objective: to identify barriers and potential 

motivators for farm business management 

planning.   

 

Methodology 



Focus Groups 
Planner Focus Groups- 

ï 6 focus groups were conducted between November 29th and December 10th, 2010. 

ïEach focus group was 2 hours in length with participation of between 7 to 10 farmers.  

ïLondon, Belleville, Casselman, Owen Sound, Ridgetown and Welland areas. 

 

Non-Planners Phone Interviews- 
ï 20 in-depth interviews were conducted via telephone between December 1st and 
December 15th, 2010. 

 



Purpose of the Focus Groups 
ÁUnderstand the future short term and long term goals for Ontario farmers 

ÁIdentify how Ontario farmers define success and what some of the current success factors  and 
barriers are to be a successful farmer today. 

ÁUnderstand how Ontario farmers define farm business management planning and its 
components 

ÁExplore unaided and aided awareness, familiarity and use of organizations, programs and tools 
available to facilitate farm business management plans in Ontario. 

ÁExplore the level of satisfaction with Business Management Resources used 

ÁExplore how end users, Ontario farmers, would most like to receive assistance with farm 
business management planning 

ÁExplore motivations and barriers of the implementation of Business Management Resources 

ÁExplore ways to encourage farmers already utilizing some resources to use other resources in 
other areas of their business.  

 

 



Qualitative Research Phase 



Focus Groups and In-depth Interviews: 

ÁUnderstand the future short term and long term goals for Ontario farmers 

ÁIdentify how Ontario farmers define success and what some of the current success factors  and barriers are to be a successful farmer 

today. 

ÁUnderstand how Ontario farmers define farm business management planning and its components 

ÁExplore unaided and aided awareness, familiarity and use of organizations, programs and tools available to facilitate farm business 

management plans in Ontario. 

ÁExplore the level of satisfaction with Business Management Resources used 

ÁExplore how end users, Ontario farmers, would most like to receive assistance with farm business management planning 

ÁExplore motivations and barriers of the implementation of Business Management Resources 

ÁExplore ways to encourage farmers already utilizing some resources to use other resources in other areas of their business.  

Qualitative Objectives & Methodology 
The main objective of the qualitative stage of this research is to explore the current situation of farm business management planning among 
Ontario farmers. The following  outlines more specific objectives as outlined in the proposal: 

 

This section summarizes the findings from focus groups and in-depth interviews that were conducted with Ontario farmers from the 
London, Belleville, Casselman, Owen Sound, Ridgetown and Welland areas. 

ï  (Planners)  

Å  6 focus groups were conducted between November 29th and December 10th, 2010. 

Å  Each focus group was 2 hours in length with participation of between 7 to 10 farmers.  

ï (Non-Planners) 

Å  20 in-depth interviews were conducted via telephone between December 1st and December 15th, 2010. 
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Detailed Findings 

-Qualitative Research Phase- 



Successful Farm Business ς Measuring Success 
CŀǊƳŜǊǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ ǿŀȅǎ ǘƻ ŘŜŦƛƴŜ ŀ ΨǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ŦŀǊƳ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎΩΦ DŜƴŜǊŀƭƭȅΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŀ ŎƻƳōƛƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƛƻn and profitability. 

 

ï Achieving business goals 

ï Achieving financial goals 

ï Getting paid for your product 

ï Enjoying life and having time for your family 

ï A well run operation 

ï Profitability 

ï Customer satisfaction 

ï No financial stress 

ï Peer recognition 
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ñThe ability to function in life and pay your bills.  Back to 

the no stress - you are able to make ends meet.ò ïWelland 

ñWell, the biggest indicator of success is, are you happy, is your wife happy, 

are your kids happy, do you keep your immediate family happy andéliving 

somewhat comfortably and your bills are paid.ò - Ridgetown 

Financial 

Prosperity 

Personal 

Satisfaction 
What is 

Success? 

 

In terms of measuring the success of farms in Ontario, it appears to come down to two different streams of farmers. 

The farmers that measure success based on growth and profitability of the operation and those that measure success 

on the happiness and enjoyment of a days work on the farm. 



Challenges and Barriers to Being Successful 
When farmers are asked what challenges are inhibiting their ability to be successful, many external factors get the blame, specifically rising 
input costs and low commodity prices. As most (non-supply managed) farmers view themselves as price takers and therefore without 
control over the price they sell their production at, rising input costs and continued low commodity prices have large implications on the 
profitability of many operations.  

 

Å Increasing crop/livestock input costs 

 

Å Instability of commodity markets 

 

Å Instability of money markets 

 

Å Rising labor costs 

 

Å Cost of food to consumers 

 

Å Equipment costs 

 

Å Increasingly high land prices 

 

Å Increasing regulations and paperwork 

 

Å Urban sprawl 
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ñThe problem with that is that government policy over the lastðwell in ô03, we 

paid our offshore workers $6.40 an hour, and that was at least $0.15 above 

minimum wage. Today weôre paying them $10.25, plus, plus, plus, plus and Iôm 

still getting the same for my apples as I was 24 years ago.ò - Owen Sound 

ñI mean on average, they say the average family only pays, what is it, 

5-6% of their disposable income to put food on the table. And you 

donôt have to go back that many years ago, 40-50 years ago, what 

would it have been then? Forty percent?ò ï Owen Sound 

ñYou have got the Dairy Farmers Of Ontario, all this stuff; you have 

got to answer to so many people now.  You are your own boss, but 

sometimes you are not.  There is always somebody telling you what 

to do differently.ò - Casselman 

ñItôs a marketing plan, a one-year marketing plan. It can go 

out the window tomorrow morning.  Your gas prices for your 

green house can up or down.  The dollar goes up, you lose, 

the dollar goes down, you win.ò - Welland 



Challenges - Emotional Attachment to the Farm 
A key finding of this research is that many farmers are reluctant to see their operations as a business only because they view it 
more or equally as a lifestyle. The farm is a part of their family and often a part of their heritage. Compared to other careers, 
ŦŀǊƳƛƴƎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ƻƴƭȅ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ Řƻ ƛǘΩǎ ǿƘƻ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜΦ  

Some farmers openly admitted that being emotionally attached to the farm is a challenge, while in other cases it was understood 
throughout the discussion. 
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ñThereôs too much emotion in the industry, you know, peopleôs lives and their farming business are 

intertwined so strongly compared to a lot of other industries, in fact, every other industry, that itôs so hard 

to separate those two, that itôs hard for a farmer to really plan the business without that emotion, clouding 

it or swaying it or skewing it somehow.ò ï Owen Sound 

think you need to have a business plan whether itôs one year or longer thatôs entirely up to you but you need to 

backed by somebody outside the business, family business or whatever it is just to get a perspective on it.  It 

doesnôt matter if itôs your banker, your accountant or whatever, just somebody that doesnôt have the emotional tie to 

it to give you an opinion.ò  - Welland 



Farm Business Management Planning 
Farm business management planning is not universally understood. Rather, farmers define farm business management planning in a 

variety of ways: 

 

Å Business planning includes short term and long term goal setting. 

Å Farm business management covers a variety of management areas such as: time management, financial management, people 
management and operation management. However, there are some farmers that strictly associated it with financial management. 

Å Some farmers discussed the need to plan for the unexpected or adverse events. In many cases, this is related to weather, disease 
outbreak or personal illness.  

Å Some farmers feel that in order to be adaptable and progressive with new technology and science, farm business planning is 
necessary.  
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Advantages 

Identifying strengths and weaknesses 

Forces one to self assess 

Prioritization 

Keeps everyone on the same plan 

άCŀƛƭƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀƴ ƛǎ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǘƻ Ŧŀƛƭέ 

Helps to adjust and adapt to market changes 

Manage risk better 

Helps to set and achieve goals 

Disadvantages 

Many factors out of the control of the farmers 

No time to plan 

Stressful if the plan fails 

Benefits of business planning are not clear 

ά9ȄǇŜǊǘǎέ ǘŜƭƭƛƴƎ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƻ Řƻ 

Out of date quickly 

Cost of professional advice 

Generally not enjoyable 



Emotiscape ς Positive Emotions 
Å The following outlines the top positive emotions in terms of frequency of mentions and explains some of the support for the 

emotions. 
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Planning helps farmers to explore and learn new opportunities.  

Farmers were inspired to seek new business opportunities as a result of planning. Once some planning 
has been put into place, it encourages the farmers to achieve their plan and work towards their goals.  

 

Farmers feel confident when thinking about farm business planning because if you have planned 
properly you should have evaluated the options and chosen to move forward in a direction you are 
confident in.  

F
re

q
u

e
n

c
y
 o

f 
M

e
n

ti
o

n
s

 

ñIf you know what your feed costs are going to be, you can be 

confident unless tragedy hits.ò - Owen Sound 

Farmers are curious to understand what planning is all about. Specifically how to do it and what the 
outcome will be. Some farmers were curious and interested after filling out the farm business 
planning activities worksheet. They were interested to know more about what the different activities 
entail.  

Curious/ 

Interested  

Inspired/ 

Encouraged 

Confidence 

Cool/Calm 

At Peace/ 
Normal 



Emotiscape ς Negative Emotions 
Å The following outlines the top negative emotions in terms of frequency of mentions and explains some of the support for the 

emotions. 
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CŀǊƳŜǊǎ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǎƻ ƳǳŎƘ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƪƴƻǿ 
where or how to begin.  

 

Farmers were confused and skeptical as to how writing their plans down on paper will impact their 
operation. Farmers also mentioned that they need to be shown the benefits of farm business 
planning.  

 

Planning is difficult when so many aspects of farming are subject to change in the short term and 
especially over the long term. Farmers mentioned having made plans and then having new 
regulations, or government protocols, or changing input costs make the plan unattainable or 
irrelevant.  

 

CŀǊƳŜǊǎ ŀǊŜ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƭƻƴƎ ƘƻǳǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǾŜǊȅ ƘŀǊŘΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ŎŀƴΩǘ ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΣ 
the increasing amount of record keeping and paperwork as well as, developing business management 
plans.  

 

Intimidation was also described as being fearful of what is not known. Making a plan might often 
mean to venture away from what the farmers know best.  
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ñYeah.  I felt you should have more help is all. I get 

up too early and go to bed too late.ò - Welland 

 

Confused 

 

Skeptical 

Tired/ Worn 
Out 

 

Intimidated 

 
Disappointed 



Farm Business Management Planning Snapshot 

ñYeah, I have a mental long-term plan.  I don't have it 

down.  I'm very rigid when it comes to sticking to my 

mental plan and I hope it all works.  Do I have 

something written down?  No.  Is it something I think 

about?  Yes, but there's still too many variables to start 

pinning them down. - Welland 
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Generally speaking, farmers have informal verbal plans that cover many of the areas of business planning, however, 
very few have formal written business plans. In any given area of business planning, less than 8% of farmers have a 
completed written business plan. Only a few farmers acknowledged the continuous life of a business plan and the need 
to assess and update a written plan. 
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Although most  producers said they have this form of training or plan, 

many farmers still did not seem to grasp the continuous nature of a 

business plan.  

Supply managed farmers are less inclined to see these types of 

planning as relevant. Whereas, other farmers feel they need risk 

management plans in todayôs industry and that watching 

commodity prices and selling strategically is a key factor to being 

more profitable. 

Succession Planning 

 

Business Planning 

 

Risk Management Planning 

 

Commodity Marketing Planning 

 

Contingency Planning 

 

Diversification Planning 

 

Direct Marketing Planning 

 

Human Resource Management  

       Planning 

Many producers discussed the need for a succession plan in 

order to facilitate their retirement and transfer of the farm to 

their child/children.  

Generally, all of these business management planning activities have 

less awareness and relevance to farmers in general. The experience 

and understanding of the implications of these types of planning is 

not clear. Many farmers consider contingency and diversification 

planning part of risk management planning. Direct marketing is more 

relevant for horticultural and greenhouse farmers. Human Resource 

management is more relevant to the farmers that have full time non-

family or seasonal employees. 

 



Financial Analysis Planning Snapshot 

Å Farmers were also asked what type of financial documents they have prepared in the past 12 months. 
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A Written Annual Budget 

 

An Enterprise Budget 

 

A Break-even Analysis 
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The majority of farmers have balance sheets and cash flow statements 

prepared.   

A significantly smaller portion of farmers have any of these 

statements prepared for their farm operations. Very few farmers 

have a break-even analysis calculated.  

Farmers were also asked on the handout the extent to which they compare their operation to other operations.   

Approximately 50% of farmers who participated in the focus groups use production benchmarking.  

Only approximately a quarter of the farmers use any sort of financial benchmarking to evaluate their 
operation against similar operations.  

 

 

Balance Sheet  

 

Cash Flow Statement 



Farm Business Planning Resources 

ñAccountant, lawyer and we use OMAFRA and they 

have people who have abilities in whatever you 

need so you can ask questions.ò - Welland 

ñI have two market advisors.  Actually that and I also, I'm 

on the internet a lot getting information out of the States 

from a couple of advisors down there; it's kind of a freebie 

there.ò - Ridgetown 

20 



Generally, when farmers were asked about who they turn to for farm business management planning, lawyers and 
accountants were mentioned as the usual go to people.  

ï However, many expressed dissatisfaction with the lack of farm specific knowledge that these professionals 
had and as a result some farmers admitted to dismissing some of the advice they get.  

 

Other sources that many farmers mentioned as resources for farm business planning were: 

ï Banks 

ï Farm Credit Canada 

ï Other Farmers 

 

To a less extent some other organizations and people were mentioned as resources: 

ï OMAFRA 

ï Canadian Farm Business Advisory Services 

ï Agricultural Management Institute (overall awareness of AMI is low) 

ï Ontario Soil and Crop Improvement Association 

 

Some farmers, often those with large farms that are expanding and diversifying, pay for professional consultants and 
advisors.  

Many farmers mentioned that general business planning and making short term and long term goals is something that 
they do on their own or with other family/people involved in the farm.  

 

 

 

 

21 



Growing Your Farm Profits Workshop 
Of those that participated in a Growing Your Farm Profits workshop, most stated that it was helpful, that it 

provided a lot of information and at the very least it made the farmers think about farm business planning 
more than they had prior to the workshop. 
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ñIf nothing else, I guess it putsðit gets you thinking. And I would 

attribute the advantages of that program just to that. ï Owen Sound 

ñYou have to access to about $14,000 in government funding.  You go to 

write a check for $14,000 and you ask me what do I want to do with $14,000, 

I can hire a consultant, I can do whatever I want to do with the $14,000, I just 

have to come up with a game plan that's judged by my peers.ò - Welland 

Overall, awareness is low of the funding opportunities available through the Growing Forward program. Of 
those that were aware of the funding and have participated, they were not able to articulate the cost-sharing 
process well.  

Farmers also mentioned that the GYFP program lacked follow-up. The workshops would be very informative 
but the farmers were not always confident they understand how to take the next steps and who to go to when 
all is said and done.  



Changes and Impacts as a Result of Planning 

ñFor instance, when you mentioned 

direct marketing, we were fortunate 

enough this year to get rid of most of 

our cattle directly to where they 

were going right at home.  In other 

words, we didn't spend $0.04 a 

pound transporting to cattle market 

and paying the commissions to get 

them sold and all that sort of thing.ò - 

Belleville 
ñI used to work a lot more off-

farm and now I work more on-

farm, because of things I've 

learned and the benefits of 

working together on something.ò 

- London 

ñConsumer demand. 

Changing demographics in 

the country. I mean, beef 

consumptionôs going down.ò ï 

Owen Sound 
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Farmers were asked what changes they have made to their operations as a result of farm business management 
planning.  
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ωSome farmers discussed diversifying into different product types and even different markets entirely, 
such as renewable energy.  

ωTwo livestock categories in particular, beef cattle and hog production was mentioned often to have 
significantly changed as a result of planning.  

Production 

ωMany farmers are being more cautious with their finances and their debt loads. Many farmers said debt 
reduction was a top priority.  

ωSome farmers mention that assessing and planning for the farm has directed them to find a new career. 

Management/ 
Finance 

ωSome farmers discussed finding ways to market their products to different markets.  

ωSome use crop marketing tools (hedging, forward contracts) for risk management. 

ωSome farmers have investigated opportunities for branding and processing products from production.  
Marketing 

ωSome farmers discussed seeking out and attending different types of training opportunities they might 
not have done before.  Training 

ωA few farmers discussed having some time on the weekend off, as well, a few said they are traveling 
more. 

ωSome farmers mentioned being able to work off-farm less and spend more time on-farm.   
Personal Life 



Key Conclusions and Implications 

-Qualitative Research Phase- 



Areas of Improvement for Farm Business Planning 
Resources 

Å Overall, farmers have a negative impression of consultants. They feel that consultants do not understand their industry and 
the nuances of running a farm business.  

 

Å Lƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŀŘǾƛŎŜΣ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜ ǘƘŜȅ ǘǊǳǎǘ ŀƴŘ ǿƘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ άǘƘŜƛǊέ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ 
farm situation. There is a lack of awareness of credible and affordable resources.  

Å Farmers also expressed it is difficult to find one resource that can take care of all of the components of business planning. It 
ƛǎ ŦǊǳǎǘǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƴŜŜŘ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ άŎƻƴǎǳƭǘŀƴǘǎέΦ 

Å A large barrier exists to demonstrate to Ontario farmers that a formal written document is actionable. Also, that taking the 
time and money to develop and continually assess a farm business management plan will have a positive impact on the 
success of the farm. There is a very passive approach to farm business management planning. Farmers will take courses and 
training sporadically, talk to professionals occasionally and seldom write down any of their plans.  

 

There is little to no follow-up from consultants and professional advisors and therefore many farmers find it difficult to 
evaluate or measure the success of farm business planning. Some farmers suggested that annual updates would be helpful to 
keep them on track and moving in the right direction as the industry changes. 

Å Many farmers discussed that they used to attend meetings and seminars and have since stopped. Some reasons for the 
change in behaviour is: 

ï The information is repetitive 

ï The source of the information was not credible 

ï The information was too general and the farmers do not feel confident in turning the information into action on their 
farms.  

ï That it was difficult to travel to the meetings and seminars.  
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Conclusions and Implications 
Å CŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦǳǘǳǊŜ ǊŀƴƎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ƳŀƛƴǘŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǇǊƻŦƛǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǎŜŜƪƛƴƎ ƴŜǿ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ƻǇǇƻǊǘǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜǾŜŀƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

there is a wide array of farm businesses in terms of scale and size of the operations across Ontario. 

ï Farm business management planning is not a one size fits all solution and there are varying levels of needs to be 
addressed.  

 

Å Generally, farmers associate success with maintaining a comfortable living and the farming lifestyle. There is still a large 
segment of farmers that are focused on production and running their farm on a daily basis and have less knowledge in 
managing the farm like a business. This is due to the large emotional involvement in the farm.  

 

Å Few farmers have developed formal written farm business management plans. Involvement in farm business management 
ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŀŎǘƛǾƛǘƛŜǎ ǾŀǊƛŜǎ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎƛƻƴ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇ ƻŦ Ƴŀƴȅ ŦŀǊƳŜǊǎΩ ƳƛƴŘǎ ǘƻŘŀȅ ǿƘŜǊŜŀǎΣ ƘǳƳŀƴ 
resource management planning is not considered to be as relevant by many.  

ï The tangible and measurable benefits of farm business planning need to be demonstrated to help encourage more 
Ontario farmers to take a strategic approach to farm business planning.  

 

Å Throughout the focus groups it became evident that many farmers who have started farm business planning activities are 
unsure how to implement what they have learned and unsure about the return on time invested in planning activities. 
Many farmers (in particular the non-supply managed farmers) mention that it is difficult to plan when so many factors 
(commodity prices, input costs, weather, regulations) are unknown and out of their control.  

 

Å There are five key groups of people that farmers mention as resources for farm business management planning: 
accountants, lawyers, Farm Credit Canada, lenders (banks) and other farmers who have developed business plans and 
experienced the benefits/outcomes of planning.  

ï ¢ƘŜǊŜ ŀǇǇŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ǊƻƭŜ ŦƻǊ !aL ǘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ ŀƴŘ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜ ŀ ŎǊŜŘƛōƭŜΣ ǉǳŀƭƛŦƛŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ άǇƻƻƭέ ƻŦ ŀŘǾƛǎƻǊǎΣ 
including accountants, lawyers and bankers.  
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Quantitative Research Phase 



Quantitative Methodology and Objectives 
OSCIA Database Analysis: 

Å Coordinate with OSCIA information technology personnel to transfer database into Ipsos software. 

Quantitative Survey with Ontario Farmers: 

Å Quantitative telephone interviews with producers which utilized Ipsos-wŜƛŘΩǎ ƛƴ-house CATI facilities.   

ï {ŀƳǇƭŜ ǿŀǎ ŘŜǊƛǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ LǇǎƻǎΩ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜǊ ŘŀǘŀōŀǎŜ ƻŦ ƻǾŜǊ нрΣллл hƴǘŀǊƛƻ ŦŀǊƳǎΦ  

Å The telephone survey was fielded between March 7th and March 19th 2011 and overall survey length was 38 minutes. 

Å Respondents were asked a series of qualifying questions regarding gross farm sales and main farm type.  

Å Main Farm Type quotas were set for this study based on 2006 Census data. 

29 

Segmentation 

ÁConduct a segmentation of Ontario farmers in order to identify which demographic, attitudinal and/or behavioural variables most 

contribute to engage in/opt out of business management activities. 

ÁIdentify ways to encourage farmers already utilizing some resources to use other resources in other areas of their business.  

ÁIdentify ways to encourage non-participating farmers to utilize Business Management Resources. 

ÁDetermine potential strategies and/or tactics which will encourage continuous improvement of farmers Business Management 

Practices 

Snapshot of Current Farm Business Engagement and Resources 

Á Understand the current behavior and planning of those involved in the Business Management for Farm Businesses program 

Á Identify the areas of planning and skills training of most interest to program participants. 

ÁUnderstand how Ontario farmers define farm business management planning and its components 

ÁEstablish baseline measures of unaided and aided awareness, familiarity and use of organizations, programs and tools available 

to facilitate farm business management plans in Ontario. 

ÁIdentify motivations and barriers of the implementation of Business Management Resources.  

ÁEstimate the level of implementation of Business Management Resources across Ontario and different regions and for different 

commodities. 

ÁDetermine the level of satisfaction with Business Management Resources used, along with key factors which influence success. 

ÁDetermine how end users, Ontario farmers, would most like to receive assistance with farm business management planning 



OSCIA Database Analysis 

-Quantitative Research Phase- 



Database Analysis Key Findings 

Å A total of 877 farmers from a variety of farm types and sizes were analyzed, in which 350 received sign off of their 
action plan in 2009 and 527 in 2010.  

The following is a breakdown of the database by primary commodity group: 

 

 

 

 

 

The following is an overview of the key types and prioritization of the GYFP goals: 

 

Å Farm Financial Assessment is often the first step of the process and is/was a goal for 747 farmers. 148 of those 
farmers have completed the assessment and collected cost-share dollars for it.  

 

Å Of the Advanced Business Planning goals, succession planning (521) and business planning (471) are the most 
frequent goals, followed by diversification planning (175) and direct marketing planning (152).  

 

Å Of the Agricultural Skills Development goals, the most common are production (588) and financial (551), followed 
closely by  computers (450) and marketing (426).  
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Beef (cow 

calf)

Beef 

(feeder) Goats Poultry Dairy Hogs Sheep Horses

Field Crops 

(Grains and 

Oilseeds) Tobacco

Horticulture/

Greenhouse Other

66 36 9 38 232 73 43 3 237 2 85 51

Primary Commodity Group



Overview of Action Plan Goals 

Base: All respondents (Total n=877) 

85%

59%

54%

20%

17%

9%

6%

2%

67%

63%

51%

49%

17%

16%

12%

5%

3%

2%

Farm Financial Assessment

Succession Plan

Generic Business Plan

Diversification

Direct Marketing Plan

Commodity Marketing Plan

Human Resources Management Plan

Risk Management Plan

Production

Financial

Computer

Marketing

Succession Planning (ASD)

Human Resources

Business Goals

Business Structure

Social Responsibility

Leadership and Governance

Advanced 

Business 

Planning 

Agriculture 

Skills 

Development 

Farm Financial 

Assessment 

Almost all (85%) Business Development for Farm Business program participants create a goal for a farm financial assessment. 

The most commonly identified business planning goals relate to succession planning and generic business planning. In terms of 

skill development, production and financial training is the most highly sought for, followed by computer and marketing skills 

development.   
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Survey with Ontario Farmers 

-Quantitative Research Phase- 



Respondent Profile and  
Farm Operation Overview 

-Quantitative Research Phase- 



Main Farm Type 

Q6. And which of these contributed most to your gross farm sales in 2010? 

Base: All respondents (Total n=500) 
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Personal Career and Farm Operation Status 

Q12. At what stage would you say you are in terms of your personal farming career? 

Q13. Next, I have a few questions about your farm. Which of the following best describes the current status of your farm operation? 

Base: All respondents (Total n=500) 

Stage of Personal Farm Career Current Status of Farm Operation 

The majority of farmers interviewed are in their mid-career or semi-retired. The majority of the mid-career category are from a  

wide range of age groups from 35 years old to 64 year old. 
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11% - 35 to 44 years old 

47% - 45 to 54 years old 

35% - 55 to 64 years old 

42% - 55 to 64 years old 

46% - 65+ years old 



Gross Farm Sales 

Q3/Q4. Which of the following categories best describes your total gross farm sales in 2010? 

Q2. First of all, thinking about your total gross farm sales in 2010, were they above or below $150,000? 

Base: Gross farm sales Below $150,000 in 2010/ $150,000 or over in 2010 (Total n=491) 
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Average Gross Farm Sales Gross Farm Sales above/below $150,000 

The respondents were split almost evenly between those with gross farm sales above $150,000 and below $150,000. This is 

noticeable among the different main farm types; where the majority of dairy, swine and poultry farmers are over $150,000.  



Farm Ownership Structure 

Q14. Which of the following best describes the ownership structure of your farm operation? 

Base: All respondents (Total n=500) 

38 

A variety of farm ownership structures were identified in this study. Distribution is fairly even between sole proprietorship, 

partnerships and corporations, with a skew towards sole ownership. Over 70% of Ontario farmers in a partnership do not have a 

written agreement regarding ownership.  



Employees 

Q15. [SUMMARY - MEAN] Approximately how many of the following types of employees do you have on your payroll for your operation? Please include employees that are 

paid wages and/or salaries that work in any aspect of your operation. 

Base: All respondents (Total n=500) 

Average number of Employees  

(mean excl. 0) 

Farm operations are more likely to have family members as paid employees. However, of the farms that have non-family 

member employees, the average number of employees is much higher.  
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% of Farms that Have Each Type of Employee 



Goals and Challenges for Ontario Farmers 

-Quantitative Research Phase- 



Unaided Most Important Goals 

Q17. Thinking about your farm operation, what would you say is your most important goal? 

Base: All respondents (Total n=500) 
*Responses under 3% not shown 

Respondents were asked what their most important goal is for their farm operation. 

Financial goals, specifically profitability 

and making a living with farming are the 

most important goals for Ontario farmers 

Similarly to the results from the qualitative 

research, lifestyle goals are very important to 

farmers. Many goals are intertwined with financial 

goals in terms of being able to continue farming 

and the farming way of life in the future. 

Succession planning is important to many 

farmers, however, when asked unaided their 

most important goals, only 22% of farmers 

mentioned it. 

Some farmerôs goal is to maintain the status quo 

of their farm operation or to expand in order to 

sustain their operation in the future. 
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Unaided Largest Threat or Barrier to Achieving Goals 

Q18. What is the largest threat or barrier to achieving your goals? 

Base: All respondents (Total n=500) 

As a subgroup of financial barriers, 27% of 

respondents specifically mentioned increasing 

input costs as an threat to their success. 

Respondents were asked openly what the largest threats and barriers are to achieving their goals. The major barriers relate to 

financial barriers such as rising input costs and poor profitability, often combined with low market and commodity prices. 

*Responses under 5% not shown 
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Past Changes and Future Goals 

Q19. [SUMMARY - YES] In the past 5 years, has your farm operation made any of the following changes? 

Q21. [SUMMARY - YES] Thinking of the next 5 years, have you set any of the following goals for your farm operation? 

Base: All respondents (Total n=500) 

In the past 5 years you can see that almost half of respondents have focused on reducing farm business related debts. 

However, there are still about 30% of farmers that were expanding  the size of their farm to increase revenues. Moving 

forward, the top goals for the next 5 years is to expand and diversify into different crops. Note that approximately 35-40% of 

the past 5 years changes and the next 5 years goals is to reduce or stop production of a specific crop or livestock. 

Changes in Past 5 Years Goals for Next 5 Years 

43 



Most Important Business Objective 

Q22 (Total). I am going to read you a short list of business objectives. After I am finished reading you the list I would like you to identify the objective that you personally 

consider to be most important for your farm looking forward./ And what would you consider to be the second most important?/ And what would you consider to be the third 

most important? 

Base: All respondents (Total n=500) 

Respondents were asked what their most important, second most important and third most important business objectives are 

for their farm operations. When analyzing the first response, paying off debts and maximizing profitability are leading 

objectives. However, analyzing total responses, four business objectives were commonly chosen, maximizing profitability, 

paying off debts, producing the best products and maximizing production per unit of input.  

Total Mentions Top of Mind First Mention 
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Farm Financial Overview 

-Quantitative Research Phase- 



Alternative Businesses Farmers are Involved In 

Q7. In addition to growing crops and/or raising livestock, in which of the following businesses, if any, are you involved in? 

Q8. And which of the following best describes your total 2010 gross sales from these non-farm activities? Just stop me when I get to the right category: ... 

Base: AMI Quota not full (Total n=500) 

Base: Involved in businesses (Total n=246) 

55% of farmers are involved in another business aside from growing crops and/or raising livestock. Of those who are involved in 

non-farm business activities, the majority of gross sales from these activities are less than $50,000. 

Other Business Ventures 
Gross Sales from Other Business 

Ventures 
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Percentage of Total Family Income from Off-farm 
Employment 

Q9. In 2010, approximately what percent of your total family income came from off-farm employment? ... 

Base: All respondents (Total n=500) 

Of the households who 

have incomes from off-

farm employment, on 

average 43% of 

income is from off-farm 

employment 
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38% of farm operations 

contribute to all of the 

household income 



Gross Sales/Net Income In the Past 5 Years 

Q10. In the past 5 years has your gross farm sales... 

Q11. In the past 5 years has your net farm income... 

Base: All respondents (Total n=500) 

Generally, gross farm sales have increased more in the past five years as compared to net income.  
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Gross Sales/Net Income by Main Farm Type 
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Q10. In the past 5 years has your gross farm sales... 

Q11. In the past 5 years has your net farm income... Base: All respondents (Total n=500) 

Trend in Net Farm Income Trend in Gross Farm Sales 

As both charts below outline, the supply managed farm types (dairy and poultry) have seen positive growth in the past 5 years. This is 

also true for óother livestockô operations and crop/grain operations. Notice for fruit and vegetable growers that despite an increase in gross 

sales, net incomes reveal a net decrease. 



Farm Debt to Equity Ratio 

Q16. [SUMMARY - MEAN] Now thinking about the overall value of your farm operation, that is the assets, land, buildings, inventories of crops and livestock, etc, 

approximately what percentage do you own versus what percentage is financed? What percentage is ...? 

Base: All respondents (Total n=500) 

Respondents were asked what percentage of the overall value of their farm operation is owned versus financed. On average 

81% is owned, however this differs based on the stage of personal farming career. 

Total Debt versus Equity 
Debt versus Equity by Stage of 

Farming Career 
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