
Major Challenges and Necessary Supports for Agritourism 1

  

 

NETtra Tourism Conference 

October 7-10, 2025 

Meredith, New Hampshire, USA 

Proceedings 

 

Major Challenges and Necessary Supports for Agritourism: Findings from a 

National Study of Agritourism Operators  

Claire Whitehouse 

Center for Rural Studies, University of Vermont 

claire.whitehouse@uvm.edu  

 

Kacey LaBonte 
Food Systems Graduate Program, University of Vermont 

 

Gianni Solorzano 

University of Vermont Extension 
 

Shiva Soroushnia 

Food Systems Graduate Program, University of Vermont 
 

Americo Vega-Labiosa 

Local and Regional Foods Division, USDA Agricultural Marketing Service  
 

Annelise Straw 

Local and Regional Foods Division, USDA Agricultural Marketing Service 

 
Lisa Chase 

University of Vermont Extension 

  

mailto:claire.whitehouse@uvm.edu


Major Challenges and Necessary Supports for Agritourism 2

  

Major Challenges and Necessary Supports for Agritourism: Findings from a National 
Study of Agritourism Operators 

Abstract: 

The term “agritourism” describes activities that welcome visitors onto working farms and 
ranches, including onsite direct sales (Chase et al., 2018; Gil Arroyo et al., 2013). We report on 

the results of a national study of agricultural operations that welcome visitors, which 

included 10 semi-structured interviews and a national survey with more than 1,000 

respondents. We found that the top challenges reported by operators were all related to the 
twin restrictions of person-time and available funds. We identified a recurrent need for 

agriculture-focused marketing support to help farmers understand what visitor segments are 

interested in their activities and what marketing strategies successfully reach those 
populations. We found that challenges to regulation vary by state, and respondents from 

Oregon and California reported significantly more challenges from state and local 

regulations. We close with recommendations for policy and future research. 

Keywords: agritourism, rural tourism, technical assistance, regulation, marketing, food 

system 

 

Introduction 

Over the past few decades, the term “agritourism” has emerged to describe activities that 

welcome visitors onto farms and other agricultural businesses (Lamie et al., 2021). Studies based 

in the U.S. demonstrate that agritourism has become a popular strategy for diversifying revenue 

sources, growing farm income, and promoting agricultural products (Barbieri & Mahoney, 2009; 

Hollas et al., 2021a; Quella et al., 2023; Tew & Barbieri, 2012). Farmers also report non-

economic motivations for adopting agritourism, including educating the public about agriculture 

and community engagement (Quella et al., 2021; Tew & Barbieri, 2012). 

This study builds on two prior national studies of agritourism operators: a 2019 study led 

by the University of Vermont, and a 2024 study led by Penn State University (Chase et al., 2021; 

Schmidt et al., 2025). Our primary research goals were to make incremental improvements to 

sampling strategy, identify and update patterns of successes and challenges for U.S. agritourism 

operators, and to target opportunities for technical assistance efforts. In addition, we used this 

project to populate a national directory of agritourism operators managed by the USDA 

Agricultural Marketing Service (USDA Agricultural Marketing Service, n.d.). 

This paper is based on a presentation at the 2025 joint conference of the National 

Extension Tourism Network and the Northeast chapter of the Travel and Tourism Research 

Association, held from October 7 – 10, 2025 in Meredith, New Hampshire. We summarized 

project methods and high-level findings and highlighted issues most relevant to an Extension 

audience: state and local regulations, challenges to marketing, and suggestions for support and 

technical assistance. 
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Background 

The U.S. has no official definition of agritourism (Lamie et al., 2021). Our study 

encompassed all activities that welcomed visitors onto a working farm, ranch, agroforestry, or 

aquaculture operation. We did not consider any off-farm activities to be agritourism, nor did we 

include operations other than working farms, such as animal rescues or food processors not 

engaged in cultivating or raising agricultural products. We divided agritourism into the five 

categories established by Chase et al. (2018), being: direct sales, hospitality, education, 

entertainment, and outdoor recreation. 

Despite the absence of an official definition, the fenceposts we used for this project have 

become standard among U.S. agritourism researchers (Chase et al., 2018; Gil Arroyo et al., 2013; 

Hollas et al., 2024). Yet the NASS Census of Agriculture, which is the gold standard for farm-

level domestic agricultural data, is out of alignment with this general consensus. A recent paper 

by Hollas et al. (2024) explores this discrepancy and its consequences in detail. To summarize, 

gaps in the NASS data relevant to our study include: 

• The question that asks about income from agritourism activities states: “This income 

includes income from recreational services such as hunting, fishing, farm or wine tours, 

hay rides, etc.” (USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service, 2022). This list of 

options omits entire categories described by Chase et al. (2018), such as overnight stays, 

and respondents may omit relevant income as a consequence. 

• The question that asks about income from direct sales does not distinguish between direct 

sales that occur on-farm, which are a major component of agritourism, and sales that take 

place off-farm at farmers’ markets and other events, which do not bring visitors onto a 

working agricultural operation and therefore are not agritourism (USDA National 

Agricultural Statistics Service, 2022).  

• The question on direct sales likewise only includes “edible products” (USDA National 

Agricultural Statistics Service, 2022). This omits direct sales of Christmas trees, flowers, 

plants, and fiber, all of which are important components of agritourism for some farms 

and ranches. 

This disconnect between the only census of U.S. farms and agritourism research at large makes it 

impossible to compute a representative sample that would allow us to extrapolate findings to the 

population. We designed this project with these limitations in mind and aimed to incrementally 

improve data collection methods over past studies. 

 

Prior National Surveys: 2019 and 2024 

This study follows two previous national surveys on agritourism: a 2019 study led by the 

University of Vermont and a 2024 study led by Penn State University (Chase et al., 2021; 

Schmidt et al., 2025). Both prior surveys solicited respondents by working with partners 

(Extension offices, state departments of agriculture and tourism, and agritourism associations) to 

share an open link to the survey. All three survey instruments, including the one conducted for 

this study, had questions in common to allow for cross-comparison. 

The 2019 study, which also included a qualitative interview phase, resulted in five 

scholarly publications exploring themes including motivations for practicing agritourism, 

perceived success, profitability, and challenges (Hollas et al., 2021b, 2022; Hollas & Chase, 

2021; Quella et al., 2021, 2023). Most relevant to this paper, Hollas et al. (2022) compared 

reported challenges across regions using an ordinal probit model. They found that Western U.S. 

states experienced significantly more challenges to regulations, zoning, and permitting, while 
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operators in the U.S. South reported more challenges to e-connectivity (Hollas et al., 2022). 

Scholarship based on results of the 2024 national survey, which focused on technical assistance 

needs, is still nascent. 

 

Methodology 

We began this project with semi-structured interviews of ten agritourism operators across 

the U.S. We selected interview farms using a purposive sampling process to ensure variation 

across farm products, agritourism activities, geography, and farmer experience. We identified 

potential interview farms through recommendations from project advisors and professional 

networks. Interviews lasted approximately an hour and a half and inquired about farm aspects 

(products, activities, visitor profiles), goals and successes, challenges, marketing, profitability, 

and suggestions for support and technical assistance. We conducted all interviews on Zoom 

using its built-in recording and transcription services and manually edited transcriptions for 

accuracy. Three team members analyzed the interviews using a two-stage inductive coding 

process as described in Lindlof and Taylor (2011).  

The second step of this project was to test our contact lists and build the USDA AMS 

Local Food Directory using a short survey instrument that asked for basic farm attributes and 

contact information. We distributed this survey through both direct emails from the Qualtrics 

survey system and an open link. The majority of our email list was generated through web-

scraping efforts conducted by Michigan State University as part of a separate cooperative 

agreement with USDA AMS. We combined this list with contact lists from project advisors 

NAFDMA International Agritourism Association (NAFDMA) and Farmstay and from Extension 

offices in several states. This resulted in 21,871 direct emails from the Qualtrics system. Our two 

other project advisors, the American Indigenous Tourism Association (AITA) and the National 

Agricultural Law Center (NALC), as well as many state Extension offices, elected to share the 

survey themselves using an open link. Together, these efforts resulted in 2,147 valid responses. 

The third and final stage of data collection was the long survey based on the instruments 

used in 2019 and 2024. We refined our instrument based on findings from the interviews, and 

added questions on marketing strategies, marketing challenges, and visitor data collection. We 

also redesigned the demographics section to capture data on all farm owners and decision 

makers. We distributed the survey in early 2025 using direct Qualtrics emails to 22,644 email 

addresses, being the cleaned list from the short survey, new respondents identified from the short 

survey, and new lists from project partner AITA and several new state Extension offices. One 

month into the survey distribution, we conducted targeted outreach using an open link through 

Extension and government partners in states and territories with few or no respondents. All 

respondents, regardless of distribution mode, were invited to enter a prize drawing for 20 $75 

gift certificates. In total, we received 1,065 valid responses. Data cleaning and analysis was 

conducted in RStudio by the lead author. 

 

Results  

Participant Summary 

Interview Participants 
In stage one of our project, we interviewed owners and operators from ten farms spread across 9 

U.S. states and one U.S. territory. Farm region, products, and agritourism activities are 

summarized in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Summary of Farm Interviewees. 

Interviewee 
USDA 

region 
Products Agritourism 

NE Farm 1 Northeast aquaculture tours 

NE Farm 2 Northeast dairy overnight stays 

S Farm 1 Southern 
fruit, honey, value-added 

products 
sales, pick-your-own, tours 

S Farm 2 Southern fruit, value-added products tours 

S Farm 3 Southern 
meat, dairy, eggs, value-

added products 
sales, education, overnight stays 

NC Farm 1 
North 

Central 
vegetables & fruit education, tours 

NC Farm 2 
North 

Central 

fruit, flowers, value-added 

products 

sales, pick-your-own, 

entertainment 

NC Farm 3 
North 

Central 
vegetables, meat, honey 

sales, education, tours, overnight 

stays 

W Farm 1 Western wine sales, tastings, tours, events 

W Farm 2 Western feed grain, horses 
sales, education, overnight stays, 

outdoor recreation 
 

Survey Participants 

We received 1,065 valid responses to the longform survey, which included at least one response 

from all U.S. states and territories except for Delaware and Puerto Rico. We received thirty or 

more responses from twelve states, with our own state, Vermont, taking the top place (Table 2). 

Together, these states comprised 56% of all survey responses. 

Table 2. States with 30 or More Responses. 

State/Territory USDA region Count Percent of Total 

California West 56 5% 

Florida South 30 3% 

Maine Northeast 68 6% 

Massachusetts Northeast 35 3% 

Michigan North Central 33 3% 

New York Northeast 55 5% 

North Carolina South 32 3% 

Oregon West 51 5% 

Pennsylvania Northeast 46 4% 

Vermont Northeast 103 10% 

Virginia South 47 4% 

Washington West 41 4% 

Note. Percentage of total is based on n = 1063. Two respondents did not provide their state. 
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Responding farms were mostly small-scale, with a median footprint of 60 acres, though 

responses ranged from less than one acre to 150,000 acres. Approximately half of respondents 

reported gross revenues under $100k in 2024 (n = 445, 48%).  

We asked about farm products and agritourism activities in two stages: we first asked 

respondents to select from umbrella categories and then asked specific questions for each of the 

categories they selected. Both stages asked them to report data from 2024, the year prior to the 

survey. Table 3 below shows the general question on farm products, and Table 4 shows the top 

ten products across all categories. Crops were the most common product, with 44% of 

respondents reporting fruit cultivation and 42% reporting that they grew vegetables and/or 

melons. 

Table 3. Agricultural Products in 2024, General Overview. 

 

Note. n = 1065. Write-in responses that could not be coded into other categories were: 

mushrooms (n = 2); firewood; compost; and woodchips. 

Table 4. Top Ten Agricultural Products Across All Categories. 

Category Product Count Percent of total 

Crops Fruit 468 44% 

Crops Vegetables and melons 450 42% 

Animals Poultry and eggs 273 26% 

Crops 

Greenhouse, nursery, and 

floriculture production 

(including Christmas trees) 

268 25% 

Animals Sheep and goats 224 21% 

Animals Beef cattle, including feedlots 198 19% 

Value Added 
Salsas, pickles, jams, jellies, 

preserves 
184 17% 

Value Added Baked goods 178 17% 

Animals Other animal production 141 13% 

Animals Hogs and pigs 136 13% 

Note. Percentage values are calculated as a portion of total respondents, being n = 1,065. 

The majority of respondents reported on-farm direct sales (n = 925, 87%) and education 

activities (n = 733, 69%) (Table 5). Eight of the top ten specific agritourism activities were also 

in these two categories, with the top two being an onsite farm stand or store (n = 717, 67%) and 

farm tours (n = 597, 56%) (Table 6). 

 

Product Type Count Percent 

Animals and animal-related products 517 49% 

Crops and forest products 849 80% 

Value-added products 471 44% 

Other  4 0% 
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Table 5. Visitor Experiences and Onsite Sales in 2024, General Overview 

Visitor Activities Count Percent 

Sales of your products on your operation 925 87% 

Overnight stays 298 28% 

Education 733 69% 

Entertainment/events 478 45% 

Outdoor recreation 219 21% 

Other 3 0% 

Note. n = 1064. One respondent did not answer the question. Three write-in responses did not fit 

closed categories: community hub; worship; and therapy sessions. 

Table 6. Top Ten Agritourism Experiences Across All Categories. 

Category Activity Count Percent of total 

Direct sales Farm stand or farm store 717 67% 

Education Tours 597 56% 

Education 
Student group and field trip 

programs 
482 45% 

Direct sales U-pick 430 40% 

Education 
Adult classes and/or 

workshops 
314 29% 

Education Demonstrations 304 29% 

Education Work or volunteer experience 268 25% 

Entertainment & 

events 

Other venue rental (family 

reunions, retreats, etc.) 
231 22% 

Education Petting area 228 21% 

Entertainment & 

events 

Children’s activities 

(playground, rides, etc.) 
210 20% 

Note. Percentage values are calculated as a portion of total respondents, being n = 1,065. 

Challenges to Agritourism 

We asked interviewees and survey participants what challenges they experienced related 

to agritourism. Through coding the interviews, we identified common challenges in the 

following categories: time capacity; labor shortages; limited and expensive insurance options; 

challenges to regulation, zoning, and liability; need for marketing expertise; visitor expectations 

and behavior; family dynamics; and extreme weather events.  

We used these interview findings to inform the challenge questions for the survey. We 

asked about challenges in four categories: business and financial; regulatory, liability, security, 

and accessibility; marketing; and other. Each question asked respondents to rate the degree of 

challengingness on a three-point Likert scale, being: very challenging, somewhat challenging, 

and not at all challenging. 

We combined challenges from all categories into a single table to understand what issues 

were most vexing across the board. Table 7 below shows the top challenges when combining the 

ratings of “somewhat” and “very challenging.” Of these, the top three are all related to time 

capacity: labor, time management, and time to work on marketing. Table 8 narrows the list to the 
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top ten challenges rated as “very challenging.” Here, the cost and availability of insurance, which 

ranks sixth on Table 7, rises to the number one spot, followed by labor and the monetary cost of 

marketing. 
Table 7. Top Ten Challenges Rated “Somewhat” or “Very” Challenging. 

Category Challenge Count Percent 

Business and financial Labor (including family labor) 859 86% 

Business and financial Time management 834 84% 

Marketing Adequate time to work on marketing 817 82% 

Regulatory, liability, 

security, accessibility 
Liability concerns 810 81% 

Marketing Monetary cost of marketing 806 81% 

Regulatory, liability, 

security, accessibility 
Cost/availability of insurance 793 80% 

Marketing Ability to reach your target audience 766 77% 

Other Extreme weather events 763 77% 

Business and financial Cash flow management 727 73% 

Marketing Access to marketing expertise 705 71% 

Note. Count combines all respondents who marked the challenge as “very” or “somewhat” 

challenging. Percentage values are calculated out of the total number of respondents who 

answered at least one challenge question across all categories, being n = 994. 

Table 8. Top Ten Challenges Rated “Very Challenging.” 

Category Challenge Count Percent 

Regulatory, liability, 

security, accessibility 
Cost/availability of insurance 421 42% 

Business and financial Labor (including family labor) 397 40% 

Marketing Monetary cost of marketing 388 39% 

Business and financial Time management 371 37% 

Business and financial 
Availability and/or accessibility of USDA 

grants and other financial support 
344 35% 

Marketing Adequate time to work on marketing 342 34% 

Regulatory, liability, 

security, accessibility 
Liability concerns 335 34% 

Business and financial Availability of operating capital 276 28% 

Marketing Access to marketing expertise 268 27% 

Business and financial Cash flow management 251 25% 

Note. Percentage values are calculated out of the total number of respondents who answered at 

least one challenge question across all categories, being n = 994. 
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Spotlight: Regulatory Issues by State 

Reported challenges to state and local regulations fell outside of the top ten for both 

tables above, with 64% of respondents finding regulations at least somewhat challenging and 

25% of respondents reporting that regulations were very challenging. To investigate whether 

reported regulatory challenges differed by state, we broke out a separate data frame of responses 

from states with at least 30 responses (Table 2) and conducted a Kruskal-Wallis rank sum test to 

assess the relationship between respondent state and ordinal challenge ranking. Unsurprisingly, 

we found that challenges to state and local regulations differed significantly by respondent state 

(p<0.001). Responses by state are charted in Figure 1. Forty-five percent of Oregon respondents 

and 43% of California respondents found state or local regulations “very challenging,” compared 

to just 10% of Maine respondents. Maine was the only state where less than half of respondents 

reported that regulations were at least somewhat challenging. Oregon continued to hold the top 

spot with 90% of respondents reporting at least some challenges from regulations. 

Figure 1. State & Local Regulations: Challenge Rating by State. 

 

Note. Kruskal Wallis χ-squared = 43.795, df = 11, p < 0.001. 

The survey also asked respondents to elaborate on the challenges they experienced in 

their own words. We examined responses by state, which elucidated some of the dynamics 

behind answers to the closed-response question. Multiple Oregon respondents cited that a ban on 

short-term rentals for executive farm use properties was a major obstacle to their ability to host 

farmstays. Respondents in California pointed to general confusion around agritourism 

regulations, as this farmer illustrated: “There’s not a lot of information and often if there is 

information it’s not accurate about what is and is not allowed. We are rule followers and want to 

do what’s right. But we can’t find the rules anywhere.” Another California respondent spoke to 

how local political dynamics affected agritourism operators: “Our local tourism authority has 

been very helpful, but our board of supervisors just gut that entire program, which is a loss for 

our entire county.” 
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Spotlight: Marketing Issues 

This study brought a particular focus to agritourism marketing compared to the 2019 and 

2024 national studies. In the interview stage of the project, we asked operators how they 

marketed their agritourism activities and what supports had been or could be helpful for 

marketing, as well as who their visitors were and how they collected data on visitors. In the 

survey, we added questions about what marketing strategies they used, if and how they collected 

visitor data, and added a marketing subsection to the questions on challenges. 

Figure 2 shows marketing strategies used by survey respondents. The most common 

marketing outlet was social media pages (n = 908, 87%), followed closely by word of mouth (n = 

878, 85%). No other strategy was reported by the majority of respondents. 

Figure 2. Marketing Outlets Used by Survey Respondents. 

 

Note. n = 1038. Themes in the write-in responses included: website and searchability of website 

on Google; email lists & email newsletters; and events. 

Though marketing outlets varied widely, challenges to marketing were near-universal, 

with the majority of respondents citing at least some degree of challenge in all categories (Figure 

3). The operators we interviewed also reported many challenges to marketing. Multiple 

interviewees remarked that they did not know how to reach visitor segments of interest; one 

stated “we are 20 minutes away from a large city and it is hard to know how best to reach that 

audience and get them to make that drive,” and another summarized: “I think that’s a real 

challenge for me to keep up with where [young people] are looking for information.” Other 

operators we interviewed had family members with marketing experience: “I can dig back into 

Google, and I can look and see what the searches are for…our daughter knows those tags to put 

on things, and so she’s real good about that.” But even in-house expertise did not insulate 

operators from obstacles. One farming couple noted: “we both have marketing backgrounds as 

well, so we really know what to do. We are in the process of trying to find funding for that, 

because it just gets so expensive.” 
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Figure 3. Challenges to Marketing. 

 

Note. n = 972. Write-in responses rated “very challenging” included: knowledge of and facility 

with digital tools; a shifting marketing landscape; and knowing what strategies successfully 

attract guests. 

Half of interviewees also cited challenges with attracting members of their local 

community to their agritourism operation. As one remarked, “the vast majority of our 

visitors…come from outside of our local area…Maybe it’s a marketing issue…who do we want 

to market to? How are we getting the marketing out? And I think we’re getting the marketing out 

to those people from out of state.” Yet this struggle with attracting local visitors was not 

mirrored in the survey, where about half of respondents reported that fewer than a quarter of 

their visitors were from fifty or more miles away (Figure 4).  

We conducted an ordinal logistic regression to examine the relationship between the 

percentage of visitors who travelled 50 or more miles and the types of agritourism activities 

offered (Table 9). We found that direct sales, overnight stays, and outdoor recreation were 

significantly related with the percentage of visitors from far away. Farms with onsite direct sales 

had 38.9% lower odds of having a higher proportion of out of town visitors compared with farms 

without direct sales, while farms that offered overnight stays had five times higher odds of 

having more out of town visitors than those without, and farms with outdoor recreation activities 

had a 1.4 times higher odds of having more out of town visitors than those without. 
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Figure 4. Percentage of Visits from People Who Travelled 50 Miles or More from Home. 

 

Note. n = 1040. 

Table 9. Ordinal Logistic Regression Results: Percent of Visitors from 50+ Miles Away by Types of Visitor Experience. 

Experience Type Coefficient Odds Ratio 

Sales of your products on your operation -0.493** 0.611 

Overnight stays 1.665*** 5.289 

Education 0.131 1.140 

Entertainment/events 0.125 1.134 

Outdoor recreation 0.365* 1.441 

Note. n = 945. *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001 

We asked both interviewees and survey respondents if and how they collected data about 

their visitors. Their responses elucidated some of the difficulties participants cited with targeted 

marketing. Nine out of ten interviewees did not collect and analyze visitor data. Most expressed 

sentiments similar to this farmer: “I usually ask people what brought them out and why they’re 

interested in coming and stuff like that. But I don’t actually document it.” Operators who 

required pre-registration for tours, stays, and other events collected data by default, but remarked 

“I’m not having the time to put it all together in an Excel and evaluate.” The one interviewee 

who did collect data operated a nonprofit educational farm and was driven to collect data about 

the people they served because it was “vital for us to get more funding.” 

We designed a survey question about visitor data collection based on these interview 

findings (Figure 5). We found that 43% of surveyed farms collected no visitor information. Of 

those who did, the most popular strategy was asking visitors to sign up for a mailing list (n =368, 

35%), followed by looking at website analytics and social media followers (n = 362, 34%). We 

furthered analyzed responses by sorting farms into two buckets: those engaged in some form of 

active data collection (survey, mailing list, point of sale or registration system, and selected 

write-in responses) and those who either did not collect data at all or only did so passively 

(knowing from experience who their visitors are, looking at analytics and followers). We found 

that 49% of respondents were engaged in some form of active data collection, and the remaining 

51% were not. Yet our interview findings suggest that even if half of farmers are collecting some 
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kind of data, they may not have the bandwidth to analyze that data and use it to inform marketing 

decisions. 

Figure 5. Responses to “How Do You Collect Information about Your Visitors?” 

 

Note. n = 1031. Other responses included: guest books or other physical records; online reviews; 

and other tech analytics (“wifi;” “geofencing”). 

Spotlight: Support and Technical Assistance 

We asked survey respondents what types of support would help them be more successful 

with agritourism in both closed-form and open-form questions. The top ten requested supports 

from the closed-form question are shown in Figure 6 below. Just two options were selected by 

the majority of respondents: grant programs and other financial resources held a strong lead at 

70% (n = 662), and just over half of respondents requested help with social media marketing and 

management (n = 510, 54%). The number three spot was held by legal/liability information (n = 

437, 46%). The fourth through seventh top requested supports, like number two, were all related 

to marketing. 
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Figure 6. Top Ten Requested Supports. 

 

Note. n = 941. 

Survey participants expanded on their support needs in the open-form question. The most 

commonly cited needs, similar to the closed-response question, were related to grant support, 

marketing, and regulation. Many operators stated that they “don’t even know where to look” for 

grants for agritourism, or that “most grants seem geared to educational or large scale operations.” 

Multiple operators expressed a desire for grants to make infrastructure improvements for 

welcoming visitors: “I need an updated farm stand to better protect my vending machine from 

the elements;” “very difficult to find grants for agritourism or on-farm stores and brick and 

mortar infrastructure;” “it would be great to invest in a nicer new farmstand building and parking 

– would be nice to have some funding and business planning support for this.” One farmer noted 

that “reimbursement grants are not helpful. If I already had the money for that amazing project, 

I’d have implemented it by now.” 

Farmers expanded on specific regulatory issues they faced, as explored in the section on 

regulation above. One respondent summarized: “I don’t think I’m looking for ‘support’ but 

maybe just not making things so hard with permits and zoning issues.” One respondent noted 

that their county was not helpful for agritourism issues and expressed that “statewide regulations 

that supersede county regs would be welcome.” 

Open responses requesting marketing support fell into three main categories: social 

media support, website support, and general marketing support. Many farmers noted the layered 

demands on their time, from running a farm to running a tourism operation to marketing both of 

those things. Several expressed a desire to hire out marketing or hire more farmworkers to give 

themselves time to market but stated that they did not have the funds. Multiple farmers wanted 

access to expert guidance, especially on website and social media issues, but, as two farmers 

noted, marketing expertise without knowledge of agriculture was not helpful: one remarked that 

“it is very difficult to find someone that has enough background in agriculture to hand 
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[marketing] over to” and another farmer wondered “what is content without context?...it’s about 

sharing that experience with people that makes it special, not just the photo.” One respondent 

expressed frustration with the lack of support for agritourism marketing: “There seems to be a 

common thread over the past few years of agritourism operations like ours noting that they 

desperately need help with marketing, but so far no state organization has offered to provide 

these services.”  

Discussion 

The findings from our study on challenges and support infrastructure connect to three 

overarching themes: the twin restrictions of time and money; the difficulty of jumping through 

regulatory hoops; and an emergent need for agriculture-centered marketing support that helps 

farmers understand who their potential visitor segments are and how to reach them. 

 

Restrictions on Time and Money 

Agritourism operators are by and large small business owners, and it is not surprising that 

personnel time and available funds are woven throughout the challenges reported by our research 

participants. Out of all 28 challenges we inquired about in closed-response survey questions, the 

top three overall challenges were all about available person-time: labor (including family labor); 

time management; and adequate time to work on marketing. When we narrow our lens to the top 

issues rated “very challenging” by survey respondents, two address money directly—the cost and 

availability of insurance and the monetary cost of marketing—and the third, labor, addresses the 

tension between operator time and funds to hire outside workers. Interviews and open responses 

to the survey clarify that budgetary issues are a barrier to getting outside help with marketing or 

getting outside help with farm work to allow operators to spend more time on marketing. 

Seventy percent of survey respondents expressed interest in grant programs or other 

financial resources for agritourism—by far the most popular of the supports listed in the closed-

response question. In their open responses, survey participants noted that there were few or no 

grant opportunities appropriate for their businesses. Respondents highlighted a need for grants to 

support improvements to visitor-facing infrastructure like farm stores and parking areas. One 

added that reimbursement-based grants were not appropriate for farmers. 

 

Regulatory Hoops 

The degree to which farmers experienced challenges to regulation varied significantly by 

state. Out of the 12 states for which we received 30 or more responses, Oregon was the most 

challenging regulatory environment, followed by California. This is consistent with our 2019 

survey, which likewise found that Western states experienced the greatest challenges with 

regulation (Hollas et al., 2022). Multiple Oregon respondents cited issues with Oregon’s land use 

system, which was codified by Senate Bill 100 in 1973 (An Act Relating to Land Use; Creating 

New Provisions; Amending ORS 215.055, 215.510, 215.515, 215.535 and 453.345; and 

Appropriating Money., 1973; “Senate Bill 100,” n.d.). While this system centralizes land-use 

regulation, counties interpret the law differently, sometimes resulting in restrictions like the 

prohibition on short-term rentals named by our respondents (Hunnicutt, 2006). California 

respondents spoke to a discombobulated regulatory environment subject to the whims of local 

government, and experienced confusion when trying to understand what regulations applied to 

their farms. 

Respondents also noted major legal and liability issues. The top item rated “very 

challenging” by respondents was the cost and availability of insurance. This is a national 
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problem that also rose to the fore in our interviews. Respondents’ number three priority for 

technical assistance was legal and liability support, requested by 46% of survey participants. One 

survey respondent summarized attitudes to regulatory hoops with a request to “maybe not make 

things so hard” for agritourism farmers. 

 

Ag-Centered, Data-Informed Marketing Support 

Marketing is a major challenge for agritourism operators, and a fertile ground for 

research and technical assistance. All the marketing issues we named in our closed-response 

survey challenge were rated at least somewhat challenging by the majority of respondents, and 

the monetary cost of marketing was the third most “very challenging” issue across all challenge 

questions. Fifty-four percent of respondents requested support with social media marketing—the 

only topic other than grants selected by the majority of respondents. In open responses, 

participants clarified that they needed marketing support from professionals who understood and 

centered agriculture in their work. 

In our interviews and in open responses to the survey, many operators felt lost about how 

to attract customers of interest. Interviewees who had marketing expertise in the farm family said 

that they knew what to do, though money remained a barrier to implementation. Our 

conversations with interview farms about local vs. out of town visitors illustrated the issue of 

targeting visitor segments. Half of interviewees reported that they struggled to attract visitors 

from their surrounding area. Statistical analysis of survey results demonstrated that visitor 

distance was significantly related to what activities farms offered: farms with direct sales had 

slightly lower odds of having a higher proportion of out of town visitors, farms with outdoor 

recreation had slightly higher odds of having a higher proportion of out of town visitors, and 

farms that offered overnight stays had five times higher odds of attracting more out of town 

visitors (Table 9). This makes logical sense: direct sales attract local community members 

buying groceries, and overnight stays attract people who do not live nearby. Out of town visitors 

may also be more likely to seek out recreation activities. Though self-explanatory, this initial 

analysis points to the need to further investigate what agritourism customers are looking for. 

Farmers need assistance to understand: what kinds of visitors are interested in the activities I 

offer, and what do I need to do to reach them? 

Answering these questions requires consumer data. Nine out of ten interviewees did not 

track and analyze visitor data. Just under half of survey respondents reported at least one form of 

active data collection on their visitors, but it is not clear how many analyze these data and use it 

to make marketing decisions. Consumer-level research on agritourism is likewise limited. Given 

that time and money are primary constraints, information that helps farmers decide where to 

spend these limited resources is a priority. 

 

Conclusion 

This study provides an updated national picture of U.S. agritourism, the challenges faced 

by agritourism operators, and their requests for support and technical assistance. Based on initial 

analysis of interview and survey results, we have the following recommendations. 

 

Streamline and clarify state and local regulations that affect agritourism. Operators in 

some states, most notably Oregon and California, experience significant challenges with 

state and local regulations. As one farmer stated, “I don’t think I’m looking for ‘support,’ 

but maybe just not making things so hard with permits and zoning issues.” Agritourism 
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operators have limited time and money, and complicated and contradictory regulations 

can be an obstacle to success. In states where regulation poses a barrier to doing business, 

we recommend policy efforts to reexamine regulations affecting agritourism and reduce 

the administrative burden of compliance. 

 

Explore grantmaking opportunities for visitor-facing infrastructure. Our research team is 

not aware of federal, state, or private grants specific to agritourism. Multiple survey 

respondents expressed a desire for grants to help them make improvements to visitor-

facing infrastructure like farm stores and parking areas. For issues like these, even small 

grants of $10k or less could make a big difference. We recommend that states and private 

funders pilot small infrastructure grants that improve visitor safety and accessibility in 

agritourism. 

 

Research-farm partnerships on consumer demand for agritourism. This study identified a 

significant gap in farm-level data on agritourism visitors. Most farmers do not collect and 

analyze visitor data—a fact that is not surprising given the many demands on their time. 

This is a ripe opportunity for applied research that fills a gap in the literature and benefits 

farmers. We recommend state and regional research projects that partner with farms 

engaged in varied agritourism activities to collect and analyze visitor data and produce 

recommendations for where farmers should focus their marketing efforts. 

 

Limitations 

The central limitation of this project is the lack of an accurate census number for U.S. 

farms that practice agritourism, including on-farm direct sales. Because we do not have an 

accurate count of agritourism farms, it is not possible to conduct a representative national survey 

for this population, and neither our survey nor our interview findings can be extrapolated to U.S. 

agritourism farms at large. 

Our data collection methods carry several additional limitations. Both our interviews and 

our survey relied on self-reported data, and most survey questions were categorical or ordinal. 

Deeper and more accurate data can be collected through improving the Census of Agriculture 

survey instrument and through state and regional research partnerships with farmers, as 

suggested above. 
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