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Agritourism in Transition: Exploring Change and Growth Across Montana’s 
Rural Landscape 

 

 

Abstract 
Over the past two decades, agritourism in Montana has undergone significant change, 

evolving from an informal extension of farm and ranch life into a more visible, diversified, and 

increasingly professionalized sector. This paper examines how agritourism in Montana is 
changing in response to shifting economic conditions, visitor expectations, and rural social 

dynamics. Drawing on open-ended survey responses and interviews with agritourism 

producers and experts, the study explores changes in visibility and awareness, diversification 

of experiences, expanding economic and social roles, and emerging challenges shaping the 
sector’s trajectory. Findings show that Montana agritourism is expanding and diversifying 

while taking on greater economic and community significance. However, uneven 

development and persistent regulatory, social, and land-use challenges continue to influence 
how the sector evolves. Overall, the study highlights agritourism as a dynamic system 

reshaping agricultural operations, rural communities, and tourism landscapes in Montana. 
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Introduction  

 

Over the past two decades - and particularly within the last ten years - agritourism in 

Montana has experienced notable growth and transformation. What was once an informal 

extension of farm and ranch life has evolved into a recognized and increasingly professionalized 

sector, offering new economic opportunities for agricultural producers while responding to 

growing visitor demand for authentic, place-based experiences. This shift reflects broader global 

trends, as rural destinations worldwide adopt agritourism as a strategy to diversify local 

economies, preserve agricultural heritage, and strengthen connections between producers and the 

public (Lane et al., 2018; Chase et al., 2018; Whitt et al., 2019). 

In Montana, agritourism has grown not only in scope but also in cultural importance. 

Consumers are increasingly interested in where their food comes from and in forming direct 

connections with rural lifestyles, helping move activities such as farm stays, U-pick operations, 

educational tours, and on-farm events into the mainstream (Rademaker et al., 2007). For many 

small and mid-sized farms, agritourism has evolved from a secondary activity into an important 

source of income, supporting economic resilience while strengthening relationships between 

producers and consumers. 

This study draws on survey data and interviews with agritourism producers and experts, 

and historical comparisons to examine how agritourism is evolving across the state. The findings 

highlight structural changes within the sector, shifting producer and visitor perspectives, and 

regional variation shaped by geography, infrastructure, and community context. These insights 

underscore agritourism’s growing role in Montana as both an economic strategy and a dynamic 

force shaping rural identity, community engagement, and the future of agricultural landscapes. 
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Literature Review  

Agritourism has been widely recognized as a growing and evolving sector within both 

agricultural and tourism systems. Recent studies document rapid expansion in agritourism 

participation, driven by farmers’ and ranchers’ efforts to diversify income, remain competitive, 

and adapt to changing economic and environmental conditions (Quella et al., 2023; Chase et al., 

2018; Whitt et al., 2019). Agritourism activities commonly include farm tours, U-pick 

operations, farm-to-table dinners, educational programs, hospitality services, and hands-on 

experiences, all of which create opportunities for direct engagement between producers and 

visitors. 

The literature emphasizes agritourism’s particular importance for small and mid-sized 

agricultural operations, where supplemental income can improve financial stability and long-

term viability (Whitt et al., 2019). Beyond economic benefits, agritourism has been shown to 

support rural development goals by preserving agricultural heritage, enhancing public 

understanding of farming practices, and fostering stronger rural–urban connections (Chase et al., 

2018). These outcomes align with broader discussions of multifunctional agriculture, where 

farms and ranches serve economic, cultural, and educational roles. 

Montana provides a distinct context for agritourism development due to its expansive 

landscapes, low population density, and strong agricultural identity. Agriculture remains a 

cornerstone of the state’s economy, with approximately 62% of Montana’s 93 million acres 

dedicated to farming and ranching (USDA NASS, 2022). At the same time, tourism has become 

an increasingly important economic driver, with 12.5 million visitors spending $5.82 billion in 

the state in 2022 (Weddell, 2023). Scholars note that Montana’s rural character, agricultural 

heritage, and connection to nature create favorable conditions for agritourism growth (Haggerty, 

2018). 

Early research on agritourism in Montana - including studies conducted by the Institute 

for Tourism and Recreation Research (ITRR) in 1997 (Black & Nickerson, 1997) and 2007 

(Rademaker et al., 2007) - documented emerging partnerships between agriculture and 

recreation, highlighting producer motivations, types of activities offered, visitor origins, and key 

barriers to participation. While these studies used different methodologies and are not directly 

comparable, they provide valuable historical context and reveal enduring themes that continue to 

shape agritourism today. Since their completion, significant political, economic, social, and 

environmental changes have altered both agricultural and tourism landscapes, underscoring the 

need for updated research. 

Contemporary agritourism research frequently references the conceptual framework 

developed by Chase et al. (2018), which defines agritourism as farming-related activities 

conducted within an agricultural setting that include direct sales, education, entertainment, 

hospitality, and outdoor recreation. This widely accepted framework is both clear and inclusive 

and provides a solid foundation for understanding how agritourism continues to evolve.  Using 

this framework and drawing on recent data, this paper focuses on how agritourism in Montana is 

changing, offering updated insight into how the sector is adapting to new opportunities, 

challenges, and expectations in a changing rural economy. The full report produced by ITRR 

(Hartman et al., 2025) provides detailed analysis of agritourism’s current status, activity types, 

producer motivations, challenges and barriers, future plans, and land-use implications. 
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Findings 

This section presents findings based on analysis of two open-ended survey questions -“In 

your opinion, how has Montana agritourism changed in the past 15 years?” and “How do you 

see Montana agritourism changing in the future?”- along with responses to interview questions 

that examined perceived changes in agritourism and broader regional shifts over the past 15 

years and how those changes relate to agritourism trends.  

Findings suggest that Montana agritourism is widely perceived as a sector that has 

changed substantially over the past 15 years, both in visibility and formality. While respondents 

vary in how they interpret these changes, five interconnected themes emerge: (1) increased 

visibility and awareness, (2) diversification and mainstreaming of experiences, (3) economic 

strategy and farm viability, (4) strengthening community connections and collaboration, and (5) 

uneven landscapes and emerging concerns. 

Increased Visibility and Awareness 

Across interviews and survey responses, one of the most consistent themes was the 

growing visibility and recognition of agritourism as a concept. Several respondents emphasized 

that agritourism itself is not new, but that it has only recently been named, formalized, and 

widely discussed. Interview participants described a shift in awareness, noting that activities long 

practiced by farmers and ranchers are now understood and labeled as agritourism. As one 

interviewee explained, “I don’t think it’s changed. I think we got assigned a name… agritourism 

has always, always, always existed. The thing that's different now is the formality of having it be 

recognized.” Another echoed this sentiment, stating, “The biggest change is that we got it 

labeled at some point.” 

This recognition was widely described as both more common and more clearly 

understood. One participant noted, “Oh, way more prevalent. It’s common, and it’s something 

that people talk about. I think people are familiar with the word of agritourism at this 

point.” Others framed the change as gradual but accelerating, stating, “I think it's starting to pick 

up.” Several respondents also suggested that awareness has expanded beyond simply knowing 

the term to better understanding the range of activities agritourism includes. One interviewee 

reflected, “I think the concept, uh, if you had asked someone to talk about five different types of 

agritourism before so many, you know, people would have been like, what?” while another 

emphasized changing perceptions, noting, “We know what to name it because I think it's been 

here, but it was looked less favorably on.” 

Respondents also linked this conceptual shift to increased promotion and visibility, both 

through marketing and the rising profile of long-standing agritourism operations. One 

interviewee observed, “I would think that there has been a growth in that it's being advertised 

more the agritourism. And it's being marketed to the people that are moving into the state 

because they want local,” adding that demand is likely to continue because “all those people 

that move here want local.” Others pointed to the expanding reach of long-established guest 

ranches, noting, “We've had guest ranches for 130 years in the Blackfoot… but now they're 

hitting national scope.” This heightened visibility led some respondents to anticipate rapid 

expansion, with one stating, “I believe agritourism is going to see a wicked ski jump in the State 

of Montana.” 

Survey responses reinforced these interview insights by emphasizing legitimacy and 

normalization rather than novelty, with comments such as “It arrived,” “It’s a common 

activity,” “It's on the radar now,” and “The word evolved and is now recognized as legitimate 
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pursuit.” Several respondents contrasted current familiarity with the past, including one who 

noted, “I don’t think even 10 years ago I even knew that that was a word.” These findings 

suggest that one of the most significant changes in Montana agritourism has been conceptual 

rather than operational - the act of naming and legitimizing long-standing practices in ways that 

have expanded acceptance and participation across the state. 

Beyond this conceptual shift, producers consistently described agritourism as expanding 

in scale and visibility. Many respondents framed agritourism as having evolved from something 

rare into a familiar part of Montana’s rural landscape. As one survey respondent put it 

simply, “Seems to be growing steadily,” while another noted, “The demand for it has increased 

dramatically”. 

Looking ahead, most producers expected this growth to continue. Some expressed 

confidence - “We only see it continuing to grow”—while others cautioned that future success 

may depend on stronger business capacity. As one respondent warned, “Peeking within the next 

few years - then only those with strong business sense will continue & grow agritourism.”  These 

perspectives reflect a broad consensus that agritourism has moved into the mainstream and is 

likely to keep expanding, even as producers anticipate increasing competition and 

professionalization. 

Diversification and Mainstreaming of Experiences 

Producers also described agritourism as diversifying in terms of both who participates 

and what experiences are offered, noting that Montana tourism is no longer limited to a few 

iconic destinations or traditional tourism hubs. One interviewee reflected on how tourism in the 

state was once viewed as concentrated in only a handful of places, explaining, “I always thought 

that Montana was like a state of ranchers and tourists. But I feel like the tourism only happened 

in a few places.” That perception has shifted in recent years, particularly after the COVID-19 

pandemic, as people sought out less populated areas. As the same interviewee observed, “I think 

that people are starting to change their mind about that, especially after Covid… that kind of 

showed a lot of Montanans that we have a beautiful place here.” This shift has encouraged 

producers - especially younger generations - to open their land and practices to the public, with 

the interviewee adding, “My generation is opening their minds and eyes a little bit… we can 

share this with people.” 

Many producers anticipated broader participation across the agricultural sector, 

particularly among small and family-run operations. One survey respondent wrote, “I see more 

small farms and ranches offering agritourism opportunities to help increase their own 

sustainability and spread education on the importance of ag,” while others simply 

predicted “More folks participating” and that “More family ranches see a benefit to 

agritourism.” Interviewees similarly emphasized that agritourism has evolved beyond earlier, 

more informal perceptions of the sector. One participant reflected, “15 years ago agritourism was 

just a hobby farm type of mentality… the petting zoos… but that wasn't actually farming.” In 

contrast, they noted that today, “a lot of these smaller farms are really realizing that they need 

agriculture, agritourism, and they need that diversification” leading to “a lot more acceptance 

and a lot more opportunity.” 

Diversification was also evident in the range and nature of experiences being offered. 

Survey respondents pointed to the rise of new activities, with one noting, “The interest in 

agritourism has greatly increased, glamping has become popular.” Interview data reinforced 

this expansion, with one producer describing how offerings now span multiple levels of 
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formality and price points: “It’s almost like 2 directions happening… the simpler farm stands 

like there's more access happening. And then there’s the higher end piece and the guy up the 

road's expensive farm also has its place.” Another interviewee emphasized the sheer scale of 

change, stating, “Oh, it’s totally blown up like, probably 15 years ago there was maybe 5 to 10 

places in Montana. But now you know, you got goats and llamas and lavender farms, and 

everybody's opening up to the public.” 

Changes in how agritourism experiences are designed and perceived further illustrate the 

sector’s evolution. One interviewee described how U-pick operations have shifted toward 

experience-based offerings: “People are willing to pay whatever to come and pick… Because 

you're getting, you're paying for an experience.” This change reflects a broader trend toward 

valuing agritourism not just as access to products, but as curated experiences that require 

planning, scheduling, and visitor management.   

In general, these perspectives highlight an increasingly diverse agritourism landscape in 

Montana - one that includes a wider range of participants, locations, and experiences, from 

informal community-oriented activities to more structured and upscale offerings. 

Economic Strategy and Farm Viability 

An important theme emerging from both survey and interview responses was the 

changing role of agritourism as an economic strategy for sustaining agricultural operations. 

Many producers described a shift in how agritourism is viewed - from an optional or secondary 

activity to an increasingly essential component of financial viability. As one respondent stated 

directly, it is “Necessary to supplement farm income.” Another highlighted a growing 

recognition among producers, noting, “There is now more of an awareness that it can diversify 

the income of an operation.” Respondents also connected this evolving role to longer-term 

family and intergenerational stability, with one producer suggesting, “I hope it increases and 

adds to the economic sustainability of family operations.” 

Others linked agritourism’s future importance to broader demographic change within 

agriculture. One producer reflected, “I see stronger growth in agritourism in the future 

especially as a way to sustain family operations as we see a large increase of aging out of 

producers.” Interviewees echoed these motivations at a regional scale, describing agritourism as 

a potential community-wide economic driver. As one producer explained, “If agrotourism works 

here, it could be sold to benefit the entire Bitterroot Valley.”  These perspectives frame 

agritourism as more than supplemental income; many producers now view it as a critical and 

evolving strategy for the long-term viability of individual farms, family operations, and rural 

economies. 

Community Connections and Collaboration 

Beyond its economic role, study participants described agritourism as an increasingly 

important social force that has evolved to bring people together, strengthen community ties, and 

reconnect residents and visitors with local agriculture. Producers emphasized that agritourism 

has expanded its role in creating shared spaces where people feel connected to both place and 

one another. One interviewee captured this shift by explaining, “Just continuing to be that 

support for the community, that when the community wants a place to go or wants a place to be 

inspired or wants a place to spend the day that we can be that for them.” This reflects how 
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agritourism sites are increasingly functioning as informal gathering places that foster meaningful 

interaction and shared experience. 

Several interviewees linked this evolution to a renewed emphasis on collective action and 

neighborly support. One producer reflected, “Well, it doesn't take a rocket scientist to figure out 

that that's what people want… if you can flash back… our grandparents, great grandparents 

talking about what it was like when you'd help the neighbor.” Others noted growing enthusiasm 

around these efforts, with one interviewee observing, “We’re going from a community of not a 

lot of that to it growing… people are getting excited about this idea. Ranching can be more than 

just the grind work.” These comments suggest a shift in how agritourism is perceived - not only 

as a business, but as a way to reintroduce shared experiences into rural life. 

Agritourism was also increasingly framed as a community hub, particularly in rural areas 

where social infrastructure has declined. One participant explained, “I do think it would bring 

community together… it could become a community center in a way… for meetings or potlucks 

or things like that.” Another described their operation as a place of belonging, stating, “We can 

kind of be, we belong to them at this point.” These perspectives highlight how agritourism 

operations are taking on broader social roles within their communities. 

Interviewees further emphasized that collaboration among local businesses has grown 

alongside agritourism’s social reach. One producer shared, “When people stop here, we can 

always say, ‘Oh, you should stop here on the way out of town,’” while another described 

partnerships with restaurants that help extend agricultural storytelling: “If there's a restaurant 

that is willing to use the berries… they say, ‘Oh, well, you can go contact this person.’” At the 

same time, participants acknowledged mixed community reactions, particularly in areas 

experiencing tourism pressure. As one producer noted, while residents may complain about 

crowds, “they think it's cool that we have tours like.” Others emphasized that agritourism’s 

growing social role depends on maintaining its educational focus, with one interviewee 

stating, “The benefits are immense… if they always kind of at their core keep that educational 

component.”  These perspectives illustrate how agritourism in Montana is changing not only as 

an economic activity, but as an evolving social platform that fosters connection, collaboration, 

and shared identity while navigating the challenges that come with growth. 

Uneven Landscapes and Emerging Concerns 

Despite broad optimism about agritourism’s growth, producers consistently described 

persistent - and in some cases intensifying - barriers that shape how the sector is changing across 

Montana. Financial constraints remain a central challenge, particularly as agritourism shifts from 

informal activities to more structured operations. One interviewee explained, “It’s extremely 

expensive… if you try to start very small, you’re not going to get much of a revenue return”, 

while another noted, “I don’t just have 20K sitting around to do things.” As agritourism 

becomes more formalized, the cost of infrastructure, repairs, and visitor-ready spaces has 

increased, making expansion difficult for many producers. 

Insurance, liability, and regulation were among the most frequently cited challenges. 

Many producers described insurance as “the crushing blow” that makes agritourism difficult to 

sustain, particularly in a “litigious society.” Several reported being dropped by insurers or facing 

prohibitively high premiums simply for opening their land to the public. Regulatory and zoning 

challenges further complicate growth, with respondents describing inconsistent county-level 

rules and being regulated “the same as distilleries and brewers—not applicable to us at 
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all.” These issues are often amplified by neighbor opposition and land-use conflicts, creating 

uncertainty for producers considering expansion. 

Labor shortages and capacity constraints also shape agritourism’s evolution. Producers 

emphasized the difficulty of finding reliable help and the added workload of marketing, hosting, 

and managing visitors, noting that “you’re not just farming… you’re running a small business on 

the side.” At the same time, respondents highlighted geographic unevenness in how agritourism 

is developing across the state. Some, particularly in remote or newly settled areas, reported 

limited change, with one noting, “Just a couple people in our area do it,” and another 

explaining, “Probably increase in more populated areas. We are very rural.” 

These perspectives suggest that while agritourism in Montana is expanding and evolving, 

its future trajectory remains uneven and closely tied to producers’ ability to navigate rising costs, 

regulatory complexity, labor shortages, land-use pressures, and shifting community dynamics. 

Overall, the survey and interview data portray Montana agritourism as rapidly growing, 

increasingly mainstream, and diversifying, while simultaneously functioning as a critical 

economic and community-building strategy. Yet this growth is uneven, and producers are acutely 

aware of regulatory, social, and land-use challenges that could either constrain or reshape the 

sector’s trajectory. 
 

Discussion  

The findings of this study indicate that agritourism in Montana is undergoing a 

multifaceted transformation marked by increased visibility, diversification of experiences, and 

expanding economic and social roles. Consistent with prior research (Chase et al., 2018; Whitt et 

al., 2019), producers increasingly view agritourism as a viable strategy for income diversification 

and rural development. This study builds on existing literature by showing that agritourism’s 

evolution in Montana is driven not only by economic necessity, but also by shifting cultural 

values, changing visitor expectations, and increased recognition of agritourism as a legitimate 

and professionalized sector. 

One of the most notable changes identified is conceptual rather than operational. 

Producers emphasized that many agritourism activities existed long before the term became 

widely used, but that naming and formalizing agritourism has expanded acceptance, 

participation, and promotion. This finding aligns with Chase et al.’s (2018) conceptual 

framework, suggesting that shared definitions can influence how producers, communities, and 

institutions engage with agritourism. In Montana, this conceptual shift appears to have 

contributed to broader participation and increased visibility at both local and national scales. 

The diversification and mainstreaming of agritourism experiences further illustrate this 

evolution. Agritourism has expanded into working landscapes and small communities, offering a 

wide range of experiences - from informal farm stands and educational tours to organized on-

farm gatherings, overnight stays, and diversified farm-based offerings. This diversification 

reflects changing visitor preferences for immersive, place-based experiences (Lane et al., 2018), 

while also requiring producers to balance accessibility with economic sustainability. 

Economically, agritourism has shifted from a supplemental activity to an increasingly 

important strategy for farm and ranch viability. Producers linked agritourism to long-term 

sustainability, generational transition, and demographic change within agriculture, reinforcing its 

role in supporting small and mid-sized operations (Whitt et al., 2019). At the same time, 

agritourism’s impacts extend beyond individual farms, with producers describing its potential to 

contribute to broader rural economies and community vitality. 
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The findings also highlight agritourism’s expanding social role. Participants described 

agritourism as a platform for community connection, education, and collaboration - functions 

that have become increasingly visible within rural communities. Agritourism sites increasingly 

serve as informal gathering spaces that connect residents, visitors, schools, and local businesses, 

underscoring agritourism’s cultural and relational value alongside its economic benefits. 

At the same time, significant and evolving barriers shape agritourism’s trajectory. As 

agritourism becomes more formalized, producers face rising costs, insurance and liability 

concerns, regulatory complexity, labor shortages, and uneven community support. These 

challenges vary by region, with producers in more remote areas facing additional constraints 

related to markets and infrastructure. Importantly, many of these barriers intensify as agritourism 

transitions from informal practice to recognized industry, highlighting the added complexity that 

accompanies growth. 

Overall, these findings suggest that agritourism in Montana is not following a single path 

of development. Instead, it is evolving unevenly, shaped by local context, producer capacity, 

regulatory environments, and community dynamics. Recognizing these variations is critical for 

developing policies, support programs, and educational efforts that reflect the sector’s changing 

nature 

 

Conclusion 

This study demonstrates that agritourism in Montana is not only growing, but actively 

changing in its form, function, and meaning. Drawing on survey and interview data, the findings 

show that agritourism has shifted from an informal extension of farm life to a more visible, 

diversified, and professionalized sector. Producers increasingly view agritourism as an essential 

economic strategy, a mechanism for community engagement, and a way to share agricultural 

knowledge and rural identity with a broader public. 

At the same time, agritourism’s evolution is uneven and accompanied by significant 

challenges. Rising costs, insurance and liability concerns, regulatory complexity, labor shortages, 

and land-use pressures shape how and where agritourism develops. These constraints suggest 

that agritourism’s future will depend not only on market demand, but also on producers’ ability 

to navigate an increasingly complex operating environment. 

By focusing on change, this paper contributes updated insight into how agritourism is 

evolving across Montana’s rural landscapes. As the sector continues to mature, targeted support, 

clearer policy frameworks, and context-sensitive approaches will be essential to ensure that 

agritourism remains economically viable and socially grounded. Understanding agritourism as a 

dynamic system will be key to supporting resilient agricultural operations, vibrant rural 

communities, and sustainable tourism in Montana. 
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