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Play, Place, and Purpose: Unpacking Agritourist Behavior Through Leisure 
and Place Attachment 

 

Abstract 

Agritourism represents a growing sector of the U.S. agricultural industry, offering 

opportunities for diversification and rural engagement. However, operators struggle with 

inconsistent programming due to a limited understanding of visitor motivations. This 
research introduces the Agritourist Motivation Typology (AMT), a framework categorizing 

agritourists into four segments based on Place Attachment Theory and leisure behavior 

research: Agri-education Seekers, Agri-pursuers, Agri-tainment Seekers, and Agri-visitors. 
Each segment reflects distinct motivations, from hands-on farming experiences and skill 

acquisition to entertainment focus and aesthetic appreciation. The AMT enables operators to 

develop targeted experiences and refine marketing strategies. Understanding visitor 
motivations facilitates meaningful interactions, improved outcomes, and differentiation. This 

research contributes to the sustainability and profitability of agritourism by bridging 

theoretical insights with industry practice. Future studies should examine the applicability of 

the AMT across various geographic and cultural contexts, its influence on visitor behaviors 
and spending patterns, and the policy frameworks that support agritourism development. 

 

Keywords: Agritourism, Visitor motivations, Market segmentation, Place attachment, 
Experiential tourism, Tourism marketing 
 

 
Introduction 

Agritourism is a growing sector as farms seek to diversify their operations by engaging in 

supplemental income streams. According to the quinquennial U.S. Census of Agriculture conducted in 

2022, there are 28,617 agritourism farms in the U.S., generating $1.26 billion in revenue, up from $949 

million in 2017 (USDA NASS, 2024). While subject to debate, agritourism broadly “includes any activity 

carried out on a working farm or ranch that allows the public, for recreational, entertainment, or 

educational purposes, to view or enjoy rural activities” (Agritourism Activity Liability, 2010). The 

breadth of this definition leaves agritourism operators to struggle as they attempt to create and market 

programming without considering agritourist motivation. Liang et al. (2020) note a research gap in 

“identifying what kind of farm image and experience activities are best matched to attract tourists” (p. 

108). 

Practitioners with a limited background and training in tourism or hospitality face the 

consequences of implementing ill-conceived agritourism programs that are misaligned with their holistic 

business plan. Many agricultural producers lack formal training in experience design, market 

segmentation, or visitor behavior, yet find themselves attempting to create tourism offerings based 

primarily on available farm assets rather than visitor demand or operational capacity. This gap between 

agricultural expertise and tourism knowledge manifests in poorly matched programming, such as 

livestock operations hosting large-scale festivals without adequate infrastructure, or educational farms 

marketing primarily to entertainment-seeking families. The consequences extend beyond lost revenue to 

include visitor dissatisfaction, operator burnout, and reputational damage that affects the broader 

agritourism sector. Land-grant universities have a duty of care to the agricultural community to provide 

pragmatic, actionable research that furthers the sustainability of the sector.  
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Thus, the purpose of this research note is to propose a typology of tourists engaged in agritourism 

experiences based on their motivation to participate in purposeful play or serious leisure, juxtaposed 

against their degree of place attachment. This typology will aid in the design and marketing of 

agritourism experiences. Categorizing agritourist market segments will help reduce the ‘one-size-fits-all’ 

mentality that is pervasive in agritourism operations. A cohesive typology will inform further research 

and aid agritourism experience design and marketing for agricultural organizations, leading to increased 

patronage and revenue. 

Academic research is developing around agritourism, yet few studies focus on agritourist 

motivations in the U.S. to inform experiential design and marketing. The South Carolina Agritourism 

Association lists 60 different agritourism activities available at farms across the state, ranging from 

animal experiences to zip lines (SCAA, n.d.). Further, the diversity of farm size, assets, and agricultural 

activities among operations adds to the complexity of establishing appropriate and authentic agritourism 

programs. Operators lacking an understanding of tourist motivations struggle to implement a meaningful 

experience (Liang et al., 2020).  

Agritourism literature in the U.S. is steadily growing as researchers focus on defining the concept 

(Gil Arroyo et al., 2013), developing associated typologies (Chase et al., 2018), examining the 

motivations of operators and participants (Amoako, n.d.; Barbieri & Mahoney, 2009), and quantifying the 

impact (Barbieri, 2013; Schmidt et al., 2023). Yet few studies have focused on substantive agritourist 

motivations or directed marketing to reach market segments corresponding to operational plans and goals. 

Several regional studies have been conducted, including an analysis of agritourism consumers in Iowa, 

which found that they are motivated by spending time with family and friends, supporting local farms, 

purchasing fresh products, and enjoying the scenery (Norby & Retallick, 2012). Designing an agritourism 

program to target a specific segment of agritourists furthers organizational sustainability by attracting 

agritourists who align with the desired customer base. Leisure theories provide insight into agritourist 

motivations.  

 

Theoretical Framework 

Place attachment is a multidimensional emotional bond with a physical space, which provides a 

lens to view an agritourist’s connection with agrarian settings (Harrington, 2018; Lomas et al., 2023). 

Contrasting an agritourist’s sense of place attachment with their focus on Purposeful Play or Serious 

Leisure provides insight into the market segments. Serious Leisure is emphasized in the literature 

regarding agrileisure and hobby farming, while agritourism receives less analysis (Amsden & McEntee, 

2011; Farmer, 2012).  

Stebbins (2017) defines Serious Leisure as “the systematic pursuit of an amateur, hobbyist or 

volunteer activity sufficiently substantial, interesting, and fulfilling for the participant to find a (leisure) 

career there, acquiring and expressing a combination of its special skills, knowledge, and experience” (p. 

5). This framework aptly describes agritourists seeking to acquire skills and gain agricultural 

knowledge—those pursuing homesteading skills, learning food preservation techniques, or developing 

expertise in heritage livestock breeds. However, establishing the opposite end of the continuum presents 

theoretical challenges. 

Stebbins (1997) conceptualizes Casual Leisure as “immediately, intrinsically rewarding, 

relatively short-lived pleasurable activity requiring little or no special training to enjoy it” (p. 18). While 

entertainment-focused agritourism might appear to align with Casual Leisure, the practical realities of 

agritourism participation demand greater intentionality and commitment than Stebbins’ framework 

accommodates. Unlike truly casual leisure activities, such as scrolling through social media, watching 

television, or engaging in spontaneous urban entertainment, agritourism inherently requires deliberate 

planning and effort. Visitors must navigate seasonality constraints, travel significant distances to rural 

locations, monitor weather conditions, and invest substantial time in the experience. Even a family 

visiting a pumpkin patch for entertainment must check the operating hours and seasons, drive to a rural 

location, dress appropriately for agricultural settings, and plan to spend several hours at the patch. This 
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level of intentionality distinguishes agritourism from casual leisure pursuits, regardless of the visitor’s 

ultimate motivation. 

Purposeful Play, rooted in Deweyan pragmatism, serves as a more appropriate counterpoint to 

Serious Leisure for analyzing agritourist motivations. Agritourism employs many practices of experiential 

education and a Deweyan sense of intentionality. Breunig (2017) describes Dewey’s legacy of “placing 

intentional, well-facilitated, and connected experiences at the center of any endeavor” (p. 362). Dewey 

emphasized a playful attitude, characterized by a childlike sense of freedom and play, as an enjoyable 

activity without extraneous objectives (Dennis, 1970). Purposeful Play acknowledges the deliberate 

planning and effort required to engage with agritourism while recognizing that many visitors seek 

experiences without career-building aspirations or systematic skill development. This framework 

accommodates the reality that agritourists approach rural agricultural settings with intentionality, even 

when their primary motivation is aesthetic appreciation or family entertainment rather than agricultural 

education. 

Place Attachment posits that the perception of place is based upon a multidimensional emotional 

bond derived from memories and biological experiences (Lomas et al., 2023). While farmers are 

intrinsically linked to their place economically, socially, physically, and materially (Cheshire, 2013), most 

Americans are three generations removed from their agrarian roots (Nebraska Farm Bureau, 2019). 

Rooted in the idea that people form attachments to certain places or experiences, place attachment has 

been examined through the lens of time and distance to explain behavioral and emotional responses to 

geographic stimuli. However, the literature also explores a more conceptual idea of place attachment. 

Manzo (2005) discusses the idea that place can demonstrate a psychological bridge to the past, further 

positing that the attachment meaning is derived from the “experience-in-place” (p. 74). Harrington (2018) 

applies place attachment to the “rural idyll”, or idealized rurality, framed in “the very seldom considered 

idea of attachment to type of place” (pp. 269 & 252). Analyzing agritourism through the broader concept 

of place attachment provides context for interrogating tourist motivations. Integrating these theoretical 

foundations yields the Agritourist Motivation Typology. 

 

Figure 1. Agritourist Motivation Typology.  
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The Agritourist Motivation Typology (AMT) (see Figure 1) presents a working concept of the 

proposed typology, along with its associated agritourism activities and experiences. While most academic 

work on place attachment examines a particular location, this typology focuses on conceptual place 

attachment derived from a societal experience of agrarianism. Contrasting Place Attachment with Serious 

Leisure offers a novel context within this typology; however, Serious Leisure does not present a 
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continuous spectrum upon which to categorize agritourists. The typical agritourist does not conform to 

Stebbins’ (1997) perspective of Casual Leisure. Instead, drawing a continuum from Dewey’s Purposeful 

Play provides a more appropriate context for analysis.  

Utilizing the AMT, agritourists can be classified into four distinct market segments: Agri-

education Seeker, Agri-pursuer, Agri-tainment Seeker, and Agri-visitor. Table 1 describes each market 

segment and proposes corresponding activities and marketing strategies.  

 

Table 1. Agritourist Motivation Market Segments.  

Market 

Segment 
Description Proposed Activity Marketing Direction 

Agri-

education 

Seeker 

Seek educational 

experiences reminiscent of 

homestead life, rooted in a 

notional place attachment. 

Identify with acquiring 

skills, knowledge, and 

experience with a practical 

application. 

• Hands-on homesteading 

classes and tours 

• Skill and knowledge 

focused activities 

• Volunteer days 

• Farm stays 

• Social media groups 

focused on 

homesteading or 

farming culture 

Agri-pursuer More interested in the 

activity than the location. 

Focus on educational 

aspect related to local food 

systems or products. 

• Classes on less 

traditional skills (e.g. 

goat yoga, soap making) 

• Direct sales, Farm 

Stands, and CSAs 

• Farm to Table Dinners 

• U-pick activities 

• School Field Trips 

• Partnerships with local 

food hubs and farmer’s 

markets and chefs 

• Marketing programs 

promoting local food 

• Partnerships with 

schools 

Agri-tainment 

Seeker 

Focus on the entertainment 

quality of the activity 

likely with family or 

friends. 

• Corn Maze / Hayrides 

• Festivals 

• Outdoor Recreation 

• On Farm Concerts 

• Convention and 

Visitor’s Bureaus 

• Local news 

• Community Calendars 

• Social media campaigns 

Agri-visitor High level of place 

attachment for rural and 

agrarian environs yet have 

little interest in the actual 

mechanics of the farm. 

Emphasis on the ‘rural 

idyll’. 

• Photography 

• Weddings 

• Wildlife Viewing 

• Farm stays 

• Wedding and Event 

Fairs 

• Partnerships with local 

photographers 

• Curated social media 

presence highlighting 

scenic aspects 

 

Application of the Typology 

Agritourism organizations can utilize this typology to better design and market experiences for a 

specific market segment. Analyzing market demographics and available assets and resources allows 

operators to develop a curated agritourism program with high salience for their target market segment. By 

designing a cohesive agritourism program focusing on agritourism experience design and marketing, 

operators will be more successful in reaching their target demographic. The proposed typology is flexible, 

and organizations may succeed in reaching multiple segments. The typology is not hierarchical, as each 

segment of agritourists is legitimate in their search for a unique experience. Agritourists may approach the 

same activity from different motivations, particularly in the case of farm stays. This typology is rooted in 

a uniquely American agrarian history, and geographic transferability may not be feasible.  
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Conclusion 

The AMT addresses a critical gap in agritourism research by providing a theoretically grounded 

framework for classifying agritourists and assessing their motivations. Rooted in Place Attachment 

Theory, Purposeful Play, and Serious Leisure, the AMT offers practitioners a systematic approach to 

aligning operational assets, visitor motivations, and marketing strategies. Unlike broad demographic 

segmentation or activity-based categorization, this typology interrogates the underlying psychological and 

behavioral drivers that shape visitor expectations and satisfaction. 

Implementation of the AMT enables agritourism operators to move beyond asset-driven 

programming toward strategic, market-responsive experience design. This shift has implications for 

operational sustainability, visitor satisfaction, and the broader viability of agritourism as a farm 

diversification strategy. However, this typology represents a conceptual framework requiring empirical 

validation. Future research must examine the distribution of agritourists across the four segments, test the 

relationship between segment alignment and visitor satisfaction, and assess whether targeted marketing 

informed by the AMT increases conversion rates and repeat visitation. Geographic and cultural 

transferability requires investigation, as the typology’s foundation in American agrarian nostalgia may 

limit applicability to regions with different agricultural histories. Additionally, longitudinal studies should 

explore whether individual agritourists remain within segments or migrate across motivations as their 

agricultural knowledge and place attachment evolve. Ultimately, the AMT serves dual purposes: 

advancing academic understanding of agritourist behavior while providing agricultural producers with 

actionable guidance for developing sustainable, market-aligned agritourism enterprises that strengthen 

both farm viability and rural community engagement. 
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