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Overview
Success in direct marketing your farm products 
does not begin after harvest, but long before the 
first seed is ever planted. For farmers working 
outside the conventional, commodity system, the 
importance of marketing can’t be over-emphasized. 
Consumer-focused marketing is the single most 
important factor that determines the success of an 
enterprise. Marketing for the small farm enterprise 
is not just about selling. It requires a clear and 
astute understanding of what consumers want and 
the ability to deliver it to them through the most 
appropriate channels for a profit.  It includes the 
planning, pricing, promotion and distribution of 
products and services for consumers, both present 
and potential. According to specialty vegetable grower 
Diane Green: “Marketing is one of the important 
keys to a successful farm, and often the toughest 
part of our survival.”  

Direct marketing 
often brings a 
better return for 
your product since 
you avoid giving a 
cut to the broker 
or wholesaler.  
However, you have 
to consider the time 
and cost involved in 
selling the product 
yourself.  Also, direct 
marketing requires 
a personality that 
enjoys dealing with 
the public.  Consumers 
who purchase products directly from the producer 
are often drawn to product features such as freshness, 
quality, appearance, and availability of unusual 
varieties.  And, studies show that consumers also 
seek an authentic experience or connection with 
the producer.  This is why direct marketing is often 
referred to as “relationship marketing.”
Knowing the expectations of your market, 

communicating clearly, following through with 
commitments, and being aware of your limitations 
are important aspects of this relationship.  Your 
success may be fueled by your innovation, but it is 
founded on meeting these criteria.  There are many 
resources available to assist farm businesses in direct 
marketing their products.  The following strategies 
serve as an overview of some of the more popular 
ways farms are selling products.

Develop Your Marketing Plan Well in Advance
Every farm has its own way of producing crops and 
animals, and likewise, each farm will develop its own 
unique marketing plan.  The economic viability of 
your farm is more likely if your farm’s marketing plan 
includes multiple strategies.  This diversification 
of market strategies allows more flexibility and 

stability should one 
marketing strategy hit 
a downturn.  Many 
small farmers sell 
at farmers’ markets, 
often several different 
markets each week, in 
addition to having a 
CSA program and/or 
on-farm sales.  Also, 
farms may employ a 
broker or wholesale 
option for one or 
more crops.  

The saying “sell before 
you sow” is, indeed, 

a wise one.  Develop a 
detailed marketing plan 

along with your production plan, taking into account 
additional costs for labor, transportation, cooling, 
packaging, and other fees associated with the strategy 
you choose.  A well-developed marketing plan is 
often what distinguishes a successful farm from 
one that struggles to make ends meet.  Understand 
too, that your marketing plan is dynamic and may 

Capital City Public Market, Boise, ID
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change from year to year as you find success in one 
area or a new opportunity in another.  Adaptability, 
remaining attentive to consumer buying trends, 
being creative and trying new ideas are your keys to 
success.

Tips for Successful Direct Marketing
q Start small and grow naturally.  There is a steep 
learning curve for producers getting into direct 
marketing. This is true even of farmers who have 
been involved in conventional agriculture their 
entire lives. Smaller operations tend to be easier 
to manage, and if you find you’ve miscalculated or 
otherwise erred those 
mistakes will tend to be 
less costly for a smaller 
operation than a bigger 
one. If one marketing 
technique or product 
isn’t successful, it’s 
easier to switch gears 
and try something else 
if you haven’t invested 
a whole lot of time or 
resources into it.

q Before embarking 
on a new marketing 
strategy, talk with other 
farmers who use it or have 
tried it.  Different strategies work for different folks.  
You will find that your most valuable information 
comes from other farmers.

q Find your market niche. This requires you to 
think like a consumer. What do consumers want? 
Whenever you have the opportunity, talk to your 
customers about their purchases. Good marketing 
means that you know your customers’ preferences, 
you listen to their suggestions, and you are willing 
to adjust your production accordingly. Be pro-active! 
Consider having tastings or sampling new products 
with family, friends or loyal customers.   

q Be consistent with the quality of your product, 
and your customers will be loyal.

q Don’t undersell yourself.  Determine the cost 
of producing your product, set the price, and stay 
there.  By offering bargains, customers will come to 
expect low prices and may be turned off when they 
have to pay more next time.

q Make decisions based on good records.  Lack 
of consistent and useful records can undermine 
the most enthusiastic agricultural entrepreneur.  
Without good information, it can be difficult to 

evaluate your progress 
and to determine 
whether or not you are 
meeting your goals. 
Financial records 
may be required for 
tax purposes, but 
other records can be 
helpful as well. Farm 
maps detailing what 
grows best where or 
detailed records of 
what specific products 
sell best (to which 
clients, at what time 
of day or year etc.) 

can help you narrow down 
your product mix to the most profitable items.

q Be attentive to changes in market trends.  
Consult magazines or periodicals for ideas and 
updates about gourmet foods, food trends, etc.  
Flexibility and creativity will give you a broader 
range of opportunities to sell your product. 

q Consider adding value to your product.  Examples 
of added value are flower bouquets with gift cards, 
specialty jams and sauces, pre-washed and mixed 
packages of salad greens, and meats sold by the cut.  
Regulations regarding food processing can be found 
in the Selling Specific Products section.

Community Farm, Hidden Springs, Idaho
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q Be organized.  With any marketing technique it 
will benefit you to know your product well, be able 
to quote your prices, know where your receipt book 
is, and when you can deliver next.  A multitude 
of organizational qualities will help you to present 
yourself as a professional.

q Pay attention to the marketing techniques used 
to sell all kinds of products.  Creative packaging, 
advertising, signs and unique products are examples 
of these techniques.

q Maintain a connection with your customers.  
Keep a current e-mail list or mailing list of customers 
to remind them of current products, issues, and 
opportunities and keep in touch during the off 
season.  

Source:
Adapted from the Washington Handbook of 
Regulations for Direct Farm Marketing, http: agr.
wa.gov/Marketing/SmallFarm/greenbook.htm

                                                              

Farmers’ Markets
Farmers’ markets are an excellent way to directly 
market your farm products.  Farmers’ markets across 
the state continue to grow and more will be developed 
over the next several years.  Farmers’ markets provide 
a large customer base for farm products and are the 
perfect training ground to develop marketing skills. 
These markets differ from other direct marketing 

operations in that growers usually share insurance, 
advertising and other marketing costs that are 
usually the responsibility of the market rather than 
individual growers.

Farmers’ markets are the most common place for the 
beginner or small acreage farmer with little access to 
established marketing channels or small amounts 
of produce to sell. Many experienced farmers also 
make use of farmers’ markets.  It is not unusual 
for farmers to attend several different markets each 
week.

Farmers’ markets allow you to talk with and 
educate people about your farm and your growing 
techniques, and to pitch your product face-to-face 
with the buyer.  These markets are the ideal place 
to experiment with new varieties, and get customer 
reaction before committing to planting on a larger 
scale.

If you are considering selling at farmers’ markets, 
you will need to contact the market manager early 
in the season to acquire a member application and 
a copy of the market rules.  Take the time to study 
the market rules and learn the costs of participating 
– stall fees, promotion fees, sales tax requirements 
and insurance assessments. Don’t wait until your 
crop is ready to harvest to begin this process!  Most 
markets have limited stall space, are already full 
by harvest time and cannot easily accommodate 
another vendor at the last minute.

CHAPTER 3  Direct Marketing Strategies

Each farmers' market will have a set of rules and 
regulations concerning vendor fees, products 

allowed for sale in the market and who may sell 
product. Contact markets individually 

for this information.
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Collecting Sales Tax
All vendors are required to collect a 6% Idaho sales 
tax and remit the funds to the tax commission.  
There is no charge for this permit.  The permit must 
be displayed at the market.  If a vendor does not have 
a permit on the market day, the market manager will 
issue a temporary form.  The vendor must obtain a 
permanent permit before the next market day.

For more information, contact:  Idaho State Tax 
Commission, 800 Park Boulevard, Plaza IV, Boise, 
Idaho 83712  Phone: (800) 972-7660 or (208) 
334-7660. Website:  http://tax.idaho.gov
Brochure with information: http://tax.idaho.gov/
salestaxbrochures.htm

Food Stamps
Because of technological changes in the handling of 
food stamps, many farmers’ markets cannot process 
these benefits.  See Chapter 6, General Topics Food 
Stamps for more information.

WIC and Senior Programs
Many farmers’ markets across the country accept 
Women, Infants, and Children (WIC) and Senior 
Farmers Market Nutrition Program vouchers.  This 
is currently NOT available for farmers’ markets in 
Idaho.

U-Pick
In pick-your-own operations, the customer comes 
to the farm, does the harvesting, pays cash for the 
produce harvested, and transports it home.  Crops 
that are best suited for U-pick marketing are those 
that harvest easily and whose ripeness is easily 
determined.  Small fruits, pumpkins, and Christmas 
trees are the most common U-pick crops, yet some 
farms allow U-pick for a full range of vegetable 
crops.  U-pick is a good method for reducing 
harvesting expenses, but a great deal of time may 
be required to manage the public effectively – from 
sales transactions and harvesting instruction to field 
management for a thorough harvest.

Clear signs that are easy to read from a distance and 
that list the times of operation are essential. So is 
ample parking.  Also, you will need a scale, legal for 
trade, unless you are selling produce by the flat or 
individual item (see Chapter 6, Weights and Measures 
section). U-pick requires top-level field supervision 
to train and supervise customers in harvesting, to 
direct or transport customers to and from the fields, 
to insure that customers don’t injure themselves or 
the farmer’s crops and property, and to ensure that 
customers pay for everything they harvest.  

Most U-pick farms run ads in the classified section of 
the newspaper to attract customers.  Consider other 
options too, such as listing with your local extension 
office or farm directory.  It is a good idea to have a 
dedicated phone line that has a message for callers 
with harvest times, hours of operation, directions 
and other important information.

Ways to Enhance Sales at  the Farmers’ Market

✓Cleanliness in appearance of the product and 
the seller.
✓Abundance in your displays attract attention.
✓Engage the customer with a friendly manner.   
 Make eye contact and smile!
✓Consider offering samples of your product   
 (check with your local health department for  
 sampling regulations – see Appendix for   
 Health Department locations.
✓Good signage is essential!  Clearly label crops,  
 prices, and product information.
✓Pictures of your farm are appealing to many  
 customers.  

Popular U-pick Crops
Small fruits:  strawberries, blueberries, 
blackberries and raspberries
Tree fruits:  apples, peaches, and pears
Vegetables:  Beans, tomatoes, pumpkins, 
sweet corn, greens and peas
Cut flowers
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On-Farm Stands
There are many styles of on-farm stands, ranging 
from simple, self-serve stands to elaborate roadside 
attractions.  Self-serve stands require very simple 
and clearly written directions for the customer to 
follow, and a slot-drop box, preferably locking, for 
payment.  

Some key elements for success in marketing with 
this method are:  refrigeration to keep your products 
fresh, clearly written, eye-catching directional signage 
with dates and times of operations, convenient 
access from a main road, and ample parking.

Another effective way to attract customers is 
to offer a wide variety of products.  Some on-
farm stand owners will buy fresh or packaged 
products to augment their own.  Selling other 
producers’ products may require additional 
permits. Zoning requirements for farm 
stands are within the jurisdiction of the local 
government.  In some counties, farm stands 
do not require special zoning permits if at 
least fifty percent of the produce sold is grown 
on-site.  Off-farm produce stands may require 
special zoning permits.  Contact your local 
building department or planning and zoning 
department for information about permits.

Agritourism
Agritourism is increasingly recognized as a means of 
enterprise diversification for agricultural producers, 
especially for its ability to increase cash flows to 
farm and ranch operations and to their surrounding 
communities.  Lacking a formal definition, 
agritourism can be summarized as anything that 
connects consumers with the heritage, natural 
resource or culinary experiences unique to the 
agricultural industry, or a particular region of the 
country’s rural areas.  Farm visits imply risks and 
potential liability to farm owners, should accidents 
occur that result in injuries to visitors.  There is a 
need, therefore, to pursue prudent risk management 
strategies to minimize your liability exposure.

The list of agritourism activities continues to grow, 
and includes a variety of participant, educational, and 
spectator experiences, including:  outdoor recreation 
(fishing, hunting, wildlife photography, horseback 
riding);  educational experiences (farm and cannery 
tours, cooking classes, wine tasting, cattle drives, or 
help work at the ranch);  entertainment (harvest 
festivals or corn mazes);  hospitality services (farm 
and ranch stays, guided tours or outfitter services);  
on-farm direct sales (u-pick operations or roadside 
stands); and off-the-farm direct sales (farmers’ 
markets, county and state fairs, special events). 

Another activity that is gaining popularity among 
consumers is visiting or staying at farms to learn 
experientially what a farmer/rancher does, including 
crop production, livestock production and wildlife 
management.  The farm stays typically involve the 
visitor paying for the experience and being engaged 
in some aspect of production work and may involve 
lodging and meals.  This type of activity will likely 
become a significant opportunity for small and mid-
sized farms in the future.

Some farmers have become involved in agritourism 
as a way of supplementing their income, while 
others seek an opportunity to educate the public 

Farmers' Market at Sandpoint, ID
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and introduce people to farming (see Appendix 
- Resources for Direct Marketing, Agricultural 
Tourism).

The rural United States is a popular tourist 
destination.  According to a study by the Travel 
Industry Association of America, nearly two-thirds 
of all US adults, or approximately 87 million 
individuals, have taken a trip to a rural destination 
within the past three years.  The study indicated that 
nearly nine out of ten of the trips were for leisure 
purposes. Many producers who are involved in 
agritourism note there is synergism in having non-
competing agritourism enterprises in the area to 
increase traffic to the area and provide more tourism 
attractions for customers.  

One essential tool to manage risk is liability 
insurance.  Before hosting groups of visitors or 
planning a public event, check  your liability 
coverage.  An event insurance rider may be 
necessary.  Make sure that you have an adequate 

insurance policy that will cover any mishaps 
that may occur while the public is on your 
farm (see Chapter 2 Insurance section for more 
information).

Contact your local health district (see Appendix 
for listing of local health departments) for specific 
regulations on any food-related activities such as 
apple bobbing, apple pressing, etc.

Petting zoos may be regulated by your local health 
department.  Often, these regulations require that 
you provide adequate hand washing and restroom 
facilities for your customers.  Regulations can often 
be met with a little effort, so don’t be dissuaded 
from this type of activity.

Source:
Fact Sheets for Managing Agri-and Nature-Tourism 
Operations, Safety and Risk Management by 
Desmond Jolly http://www.sfc.ucdavis.edu/
agritourism/factsheet3.html 

Community Supported Agriculture (CSA)
Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) is a 
relatively new idea in farming.  The CSA concept 
originated in the 1960’s in Japan and Switzerland, 
where consumers interested in safe food and 
farmers seeking steady markets for their crops joined 
together in an economic partnership.   In basic 
terms, CSA consists of a community of individuals 
who pledge support to a farm operation so that the 
farm becomes a part of the local community food 
system.  It is a marketing system in which customers 
buy “shares” in a farm’s harvest.  They pay a sum at 
the beginning of the season, providing the farm with 
up-front capital. In return, each customer receives 
a weekly allotment of produce.  Produce is either 
delivered to the customer’s door or a drop-off site 
or picked up at the farm.  Only a well-experienced 
farmer who has a good understanding of production 
schedules should employ this type of marketing.  In 
theory, the “shareholder” and grower share the risks 

Safety is your first priority when entertaining 
visitors to your farm or ranch or when 

consumers visit your operation to participate in 
picking or other farming experiences, includ-
ing farm tours. Your vistitors, safety is largely 
your responsibility.  It is important to assess 

your own farm or ranch operation for potential 
hazards and to prepare for a safe, enjoyable visit 

to your farm, ranch or nature operation.

Four Seasons Farm Tour, Priest River, Idaho
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of production throughout the season.  In practice, 
however, the farmer must deliver a steady supply 
of product if they wish to retain customers for the 
following season.

CSA marketing allows farms to grow a diversity of 
crops rather than relying on a single crop.  This 
allows for flexibility in crop rotations for pest and 
fertility management as well as offsetting the loss of 

one crop.  CSA marketing can also be successful for 
flowers, animal products, and occasionally single 
crops.  These crops are often provided by a farm to 
enhance another farm’s CSA program.  Some farms 
form collective CSA programs in which a group of 
farmers combine their products and then divide it 
into shares for customers.  These programs allow a 
wide variety of products for the customer without 
requiring a single farm to produce everything, and 
allow a larger customer base than a single farm might 
be able to accommodate.

CSA’s are one of the most direct ways to market 
your farm products to the consumer.  It is not 
uncommon for a shareholder to refer to the CSA 
to which they belong as “their farm.”  Maintaining 
good communications with customers is very 
important to a successful CSA.  One aspect involves 
communicating clearly the seasonality of crops to 

the shareholder. Knowing that they will not receive 
tomatoes in June or that the early spring deliveries 
will be less diverse than those in the fall will help 
customers avoid disappointments that result in a 
loss of participation in future programs.  Weekly 
newsletters that contain farm updates, descriptions 
and recipes for unusual crops, and other farming 
information are useful not only for communicating 
with customers, but for enhancing consumer 
awareness of agricultural production.  Many CSA 
farms host farm tours, work parties, or other activities 

to involve their shareholders.

Dairy CSA or “Cow Shares”
Selling raw or pasteurized milk direct 
to consumers through a CSA program 

is a great way to enhance the offerings of a CSA 
share.  Farms must have an ISDA Milk Producer 
and Milk Processing Plant License to do so.  Dairy 
CSA programs may not be used as a means to avoid 
meeting state requirements for milk producers and 
milk processors, including obtaining a license.  See 
Chapter 4 Milk and Dairy Products section for more 
information.

CSA Produce
See Chapter 4 Selling Specific Products Fresh 
Fruits and Vegetables section for regulations and 
information. See the publication Starting A Business 
in Idaho section for licensing, taxation and labor 
questions. Contact Idaho Department of Commerce 
at (208) 334-2470 or Email: info@business.idaho.
gov .

Other CSA Considerations
If customers will be coming to your farm to pick 
up their produce, do work exchanges or attend farm 
workdays, or if you have interns/apprentices on the 
farm, be certain that you have adequate insurance 
in case mishaps occur.  See Chapter 2 Insurance 
section for more information.

For more information on Community Supported 
Agriculture: 

CHAPTER 3  Direct Marketing Strategies
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Local Harvest, Inc. http://www.localharvest.
org/csa.jsp; The Robyn Van En Center for CSA 
Resource website: www.wilson.edu/csacenter;
See the Appendix (Resources for Direct Marketing) 
for more information about operating a CSA 
program.
     
Selling Directly to Restaurants 
and Retail Stores
To build a successful business with restaurants and 
retail stores, you need to first identify potential 
customers and then convince them to buy from you.  
Start out by building a foundation of high quality 
business practices to sell along with your high quality 
products.  Sales to retail stores and restaurants 
are typically serviced by regional wholesale food 
service distributors, but an organized farmer with 
a constant supply of quality seasonal produce can 
form successful working relationships with these 
customers.

Restaurants and grocery stores are concerned with 
two major items - consistent supply and strict quality 
standards.  If you want to receive a premium price for 
your produce, you must present a premium product.  
Quality means you provide a superior product and 
present it in a professional and businesslike manner.  
Before you market your product, be sure you are 
well informed in how products are expected to be 
packaged for sale (e.g. lettuce is packed 24 heads to 
the case).  Guarantee freshness, quality and quantity 
of your product and don’t hesitate to replace it 
if needed. The USDA has published “Quality 
Standards – Fresh Fruits and Vegetables,” a list of 
quality and packing standards.  See websites in the 
Appendix Resources for Direct Marketing section.

When seeking restaurant and grocery accounts, start 
out with independently owned businesses that boast 
that the food they prepare or sell is locally grown or 
organic.  Don’t be afraid to meet the competition 
head on in a comparison test.  Inexpensive and 
franchise restaurants, accustomed to wholesale 
produce and prices, may not be able to give you a 

competitive price.  However, don’t feel this market 
is limited, many grocers are very interested in being 
able to offer locally grown products. 

Creative chefs looking for new additions to their 
menus often appreciate unusual varieties or 
‘gourmet’ products.  Often the relationship between 
farmer and chef is initiated at a farmers market, 
where a chef is buying produce for a restaurant.  If 
you wish to initiate the relationship, it is wise to 

set up an appointment with the executive chef or 
general manager of the restaurant.  Never call or 
visit during the busy dining hours because chefs will 
be too busy to talk with you.  Always contact the 
customer at his/her convenience, not yours.

  

Provide extras for the chef and/or the business 
manager to make sure your deliveries stand out.  Be 
generous by leaving samples for the chef to try.  Bring 
business cards as well as samples of your products 
with you when you have your first meeting with the 
chef.  Be prepared with an invoice for payments, as 
it is unlikely that you will receive cash on delivery.  
You may also be asked to have proof of insurance 
coverage, and if selling organic or other state or 
federally inspected products, provide proof of 

Local Food in the Co-op Deli

Establish regular calling and delivery 
times and stick to them!
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certification or inspection.  Always have a clear idea 
of what price you want for your products, exactly 
when you will be able to deliver them, and for what 
duration you would be able to provide the products.  
Chefs can often make use of 
“seconds,” so if price seems to 
be a barrier, you might suggest 
this as a less expensive option. 

Once you establish a 
relationship with a chef, 
maintain it by always delivering 
on time with the amount 
and quality of product you 
promised.  You need to ask 
the buyer (it may not always 
be the chef) what time is the 
best time to call and deliver.  
And once this is established, 
be consistent!  The little extras 
count, like sharing cooking tips 
for more unusual products, 
providing information about 
your farm, or adding free 
samples of the products you will 
have in quantity the next week.  As 
your relationship deepens, consider 
pre-planning with your chefs at the beginning of the 
season to determine what products and quantities 
they might like to buy from you.

Grocery stores, especially food cooperatives and 
independently owned or alternative market stores, 
are often willing to buy directly from the grower.  
Remember that grocers will “resell” your product, 
so they are interested in having the most attractive 
and the freshest products they can get.  For this 
reason, the local grower is at an advantage due to the 
reduced handling and travel time.  Grocers are also 
interested in having a consistent supply over time, 
which can be a challenge to a small acreage grower.  
Don’t let this stop you from approaching grocers, 
however, as each store buyer will have different 
priorities.  Approach the store buyer with full cases 

or buying units, be prepared to sell at that time, 
and have a clear idea of when you can deliver and 
for what duration.  Grocers, unlike chefs, are often 
reluctant to carry unusual products, which might 

not sell in a timely manner.

Recent food safety issues have 
compelled some grocers to 
require third party inspections 
or “food safety audits” of 
producers.  Although audits are 
costly and many small growers 
cannot afford them, the Food 
and Drug Administration has 
issued a set of guidelines called 
“Good Agricultural Practices” 
(GAPS), telling farmers how 
to avoid contamination of 
produce.  Be prepared to reassure 
a buyer, through a documented 
plan, for instance, that you 
are following these guidelines.  
GAPS guidelines are available 
on-line at:  http://vm.cfsan.

fda.gov/~dms/prodguid.html or 
see the Cornell guide to GAPs in 
Appendix - Resources for Direct 

Marketing:  Food Safety Begins on the Farm: A 
Grower’s Guide. 

Sources:
Selling Produce to Restaurants:  A Marketing Guide for 
Small Acreage Growers , by Diane Green, 
www.greentreenaturals.com;

Testing the Electric Fence on 
a Palouse Farm Tour

CHAPTER 3  Direct Marketing Strategies

Note:  Sales to restaurants and grocery 
stores are considered “direct to retail” sales 
because these customers “resell” the prod-

ucts that farmers sell to them. Different 
regulations apply to direct to retail”  sales 
than to farmers market, on farm and farm 

stand sales. Please note this when reviewing 
Chapter 4 Selling Specific Products.
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Sell What You Sow! The Grower’s Guide to Successful 
Produce Marketing, by Eric Gibson www.nwpub.net 

Farm-to-Cafeteria
What is Farm-to-Cafeteria?  In Farm-to-Cafeteria 
programs (also called farm-to-school or farm-to-
university), schools, colleges, and other institutions 
buy food directly from local and regional farmers, 
thus ensuring nutritious food choices for students 
and support for local farmers.  Farm-to-School 
projects connect the childhood obesity epidemic 
with the farmland crisis to improve school food with 
fresher, lower-mileage, more nutritious local foods.

Since 1996, farm-to-school programs have been 
addressing the dual issues of improving children’s 
health and providing new marketing options for 
family farmers. Today, over 1,118 farm-to-school 
programs in 38 states and approximately 200 
colleges and universities have local purchasing 
programs (www.farmtoschool.org). In many cases, 
these programs operate in combination with school 
gardens, farm visits, curricula integrating farm to 
school topics, cooking classes, composting, and 
recycling programs.

Selling product to institutional cafeterias, such as 
schools, senior congregate meal sites, hospitals, and 
correctional facilities, can be a good market for 
farms.  Local farms have an advantage in supplying 
fresh and flavorful foods, which have been shown to 
increase consumption of fresh fruits and vegetables.  
Farm-to-Cafeteria programs in schools often include 
agriculture and nutrition education into curriculum 
or student activities, such as growing a school garden 
or bringing students to the farm to see where the 
food is grown.

Although many small farms sell to institutional 
cafeterias, this is also a good market for medium 
sized farms that have experience producing for a 
wholesale market.  Pricing is very tight, and farms 
that are used to receiving higher premiums at 
farmers’ markets may find selling to institutions 

unfavorable.  However, farms that sell to wholesale 
markets may find institutional sales profitable.   
Selling to institutions provides the opportunity 
to sell larger quantities to fewer customers which 
reduces transportation and labor costs.

When initiating a sale to institutions, contact the 
Director or Manager of Food Services.  There are 
essentially two types of structures for food services: 
self-operated and privately managed.  Self-operated 
food services are run by the institution itself and 
may have more flexibility in their buying policies.

U-pick at Riley Creek Blueberry Farm, 
La Clede, Idaho

As with restaurants and grocery stores, 
approach this relationship in a professional 

manner with full knowledge of what you have to 
sell, how much and for how long you will have it 
available, and what your price will be. There are 

many aspects to the institutional market 
farmers should be aware of, such 
as the private and state policies 

that govern procurement.
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Privately managed food services are often operated 
by large companies that provide contracted food 
services for the institution.  These food service 
companies are most often bound by national buying 
contracts and may not have the flexibility needed to 
buy from local farms.

Most institutions require vendors to hold liability 
insurance policies.  State institutions (including state 
hospitals, prisons, and colleges) require 
that vendors carry a general liability policy 
of at least $1 million per occurrence, and 
$2 million in aggregate.  Some privately 
managed food service companies require 
insurance policies of up to $5 million.

Source: Farm-to-Cafeteria Connections:  
Marketing Opportunities for Small Farms in Washington 
State www.agri.wa.gov/Marketing/SmallFarm 

Internet Marketing and Mail Order
Mail order marketing through catalogs and/or 
the Internet is a good way to reach a broad-based 
audience. Mail order is not for beginners, however.  
Before you start, research the basics of mail order 
marketing techniques, your products, and your 
potential customers.  Mail order success is built on 
customer trust and repeat business, not on first-time 
orders.  First-rate quality and outstanding service are 
vital.  

Farm websites are great for providing detailed, up-
to-the-minute information about your farm and 
also for conducting direct sales. With or without a 
website though, mail order marketing is best suited 
for products that have a long shelf life and are 
easily packaged for shipping.  With creativity and 
good management, there is definite opportunity in 
mail order or Internet selling of live plants, fresh 
flowers, meats, fibers, produce, and many other 
farm products.
If you are selling through your own website or 
catalog, the Federal Trade Commission has set a 

rule which applies to the goods the customer orders 
from the seller by means of telephone, directly or 
indirectly (i.e. fax and Internet), or mail order, 
regardless of how the merchandise is advertised, how 
the customer pays, or who initiates the contact.  

Known as the “30-day Rule,” it requires that when 
you advertise, you must have a “reasonable basis” 
(see below) for stating or implying that you can 

ship within a certain time.  If you make no 
shipment statement, then you must have a 
reasonable basis for believing that you can 
ship within 30 days of receiving the order.  
This rule does not apply to orders for 
seeds, growing plants, or subscription sales 
(CSA) after the initial shipment is made in 
compliance with the rule.

The following steps are important for establishing a 
“reasonable basis”:

Anticipate demand.  Is the demand for each •	
advertised item reasonably anticipated?
Sufficient supply.  Is there enough inventory •	
on hand to meet the anticipated demand?
Fulfillment system.  Can you handle filling •	
all of the cumulative orders?  It is wise to 
anticipate increased demand during holiday 
seasons.
Recordkeeping.  This is the most important •	
step to take in maintaining a sound mail 
order business and in complying with the 
30-day rule.  Records should be kept for each 
transaction for up to five years.

For more information, contact: 
Federal Trade Commission, CRC-240, 
Washington, D.C. 20580, (202) 326-2222, 
 http://www.ftc.gov 
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