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Abstract 
Owners of small- and medium-sized farms are 

increasingly interested in engaging in agritourism 

and direct sales in order to increase income, provide 

family employment, and educate the public about 

agriculture, among other reasons. Prior research on 

agritourism operator motivations largely focuses on 

economic goals and benefits, while acknowledging 

the strong influence of non-economic factors. 

However, more research is needed to better 

understand the nuances and breadth of non-

economic motivations underlying agritourism 

operator decisions. In addition, research on U.S. 

agritourism tends to be at the state level, which 

raises questions about overall national trends and 

interstudy comparability. To address these gaps, we 

analyzed transcripts from semistructured interviews 

with small- and medium-sized farm owners engaged 

in agritourism from five states across the U.S. We 

examined the results through the theoretical lens 
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of Allport’s “contact hypothesis” in order to fur-

ther understand how agritourism helps operators 

meet stated goals. Our results suggest that con-

sistent with previous literature, nonmonetary 

motivations are high priorities for farmers engaged 

in agritourism. In particular, motivations related to 

community engagement/ leadership and quality-of-

life emerged as forceful and reoccurring themes. 

We found that although Allport’s contact hypoth-

esis holds some important explanatory power for 

understanding agritourism operators’ community-

related goals—including reducing prejudice and 

increasing understanding between farmers and 

consumers in relation to agriculture—increased 

intergroup contact also has potential to create new 

conflicts between farmers and neighbors related to 

tourism. These findings have important implica-

tions for future research as well as for policies and 

programs aimed at supporting agritourism. 

Keywords 
Agritourism, Direct-to-Consumer Sales, Farm 

Tourism, Farmer Goals, Motivations, Qualitative 

Analysis, Semistructured Interview, Contact 

Hypothesis 

Introduction and Literature Review 
As small- and medium-sized farms worldwide 

struggle to remain viable, many farmers look for 

alternative revenue sources to sustain their enter-

prises and support their communities. Agritourism, 

including direct-to-consumer sales on farms, has a 

rich history across the globe. Though not formally 

defined or recognized by policy in the U.S., agri-

tourism is an increasingly popular diversification 

strategy and a growing income source for many 

farmers and ranchers (Busby & Rendle, 2000; 

Schilling et al., 2012; Whitt et al., 2019).  

 U.S. rural communities have long been moving 

away from natural resource extraction-based econ-

omies to tourism- and service-based economies 

(Ashley et al., 2007; Laville-Wilson, 2017; Yonk, 

2020). Farm communities thus face a range of new 

or intensifying economic pressures. Many farms 

have sought to introduce additional revenue 

streams to their operations via diversification into 

direct-to-consumer sales, vacation rentals, farm 

tours, and other forms of agritourism (Kloppen-

burg et al., 2000). A study found that small farms 

with an income diversification strategies, on aver-

age, report higher household incomes than those 

without (Khanal & Mishra, 2014). In addition, 

renewed interest in food systems and local food 

has provided the opportunity for farmers to invite 

the general public to their farms, creating both edu-

cational and economic value (Chase & Gubinger, 

2014; Martinez, 2010). More recent research sug-

gests that agritourism supports local food systems 

and enhances direct-to-consumer sales not only by 

directly influencing tourists’ purchasing behavior 

but also by more generally promoting a broader 

interest in agriculture (Brune et al., 2020). 

 While increasingly popular, not all farmers are 

engaging in agritourism. Past research has shown 

that variation in comfort with risk and uncertainty, 

family context, styles of farming, management 

styles, and stewardship priorities all play into deci-

sion-making in farm diversification (Darnhofer & 

Walder, 2013). The most recent agricultural census 

data reports that agritourism operators are more 

likely to be women and to be older (U.S. Depart-

ment of Agriculture, National Agricultural Statistics 

Service [USDA NASS], 2019). In addition, farms 

that already process or sell food for human con-

sumption are more likely to participate in agritour-

ism, as are farms and ranches with cattle and 

horses (Whitt et al., 2019). 

 Farmers engage in diversification strategies, 

including agritourism, for a variety of reasons. 

Much of the existing literature on agritourism oper-

ators’ motivations focuses primarily on economic 

benefits (McGehee & Kim, 2004; McGehee et al., 

2007; Nickerson et al., 2001; Ollenburg & Buckley, 

2007; Schilling et al., 2012). Recent U.S. census 

data show increasing revenue opportunities from 

agritourism: from 2012 to 2017, despite a small 

drop in the number of farms participating in 

agritourism, the income from agritourism and rec-

reational services increased from US$704 million to 

US$949 million (USDA NASS, 2019). But past 

studies also reference other social and personal 

motives which lead farms to engage in agritourism, 

from personal interest to goals around consumer 

education, supporting family members on the farm, 

and enjoying companionship with visitors. 

Although these non-economic motivations have 



Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development 

ISSN: 2152-0801 online 

https://foodsystemsjournal.org 

Volume 10, Issue 3 / Spring 2021 289 

received some attention in past research, further 

study is needed to better understand myriad moti-

vations for engagement in agritourism and how 

agritourism operators balance competing priorities 

(McGehee & Kim, 2004; Nickerson et al., 2001). 

This level of analysis can help to better meet 

farmer needs, given operators’ economic and non-

economic motives, through adapting extension 

programming and also guide further academic 

investigation into agritourism constraints and 

opportunities in light of these motives. 

 In addition, more research is needed to under-

stand why agritourism operators engage in 

agritourism, in particular, to meet their business 

and personal goals and how agritourism helps fur-

ther non-economic farm agendas. As the number 

of U.S. farmers decreases, consumers are increas-

ingly disconnected from their food and the people 

who grow it—i.e., the “food from nowhere,” a 

concept coined by farmer-activist José Bové (Bové 

et al., 2002). The divide between urban and rural 

community priorities is a well-documented obstacle 

to rural development, and farmers face conflicts 

over land use, environmental concerns, and food 

safety (Sharp & Smith, 2004; Smith, 1969). As 

Sharp and Smith suggested, “social capital among 

farmers and nonfarmers at the rural-urban interface 

is likely to have several benefits for the farmer and 

the larger community, including increased aware-

ness and appreciation of diverse stakeholder inter-

ests and increased trust and confidence that the 

actions of a community member (such as the 

farmer) respect the interests of other community 

members” (2003, p. 926). Indeed, Schilling et al. 

(2006) reported agritourism operators’ interest in 

improving community relationships and reducing 

farmer/nonfarmer conflict. In a subsequent paper, 

they call for further research into the link between 

agritourism operator motivations and Allport’s 

“contact hypothesis” (1954) for increasing toler-

ance between majority and minority groups, sug-

gesting that farmers may engage in agritourism in 

order to preempt or mitigate right-to-farm issues 

and build positive community relations (Schilling et 

al., 2012).  

 This study uses qualitative research methods to 

respond to the following questions: What are the 

motivations and goals of agritourism operators 

across different U.S. states and types of agritourism 

operations? Do agritourism operators engage in 

agritourism in order to attempt to decrease conflict 

and increase cooperation with nonfarmers? In 

addition to explicitly focusing on non-economic 

benefits under-studied in previous research, this 

study also fills a gap a there has been little research 

on agritourism motivations at a national level, rais-

ing questions regarding interstudy comparisons of 

agritourism in diverse food system contexts across 

the U.S. 

Defining Agritourism 
Though it is generally agreed that agritourism in 

the U.S. was growing steadily until the 2020 

COVID-19 pandemic, the word “agritourism” in 

the U.S. is not formally defined—neither by termi-

nology (other words such as “farm tourism,” “agri-

tainment,” and “farm-based tourism” are some-

times used instead) nor by activities associated with 

the term (Philip et al., 2010). The lack of consistent 

definition, which has been well-documented in the 

literature, has considerable consequences for 

operators, visitors, researchers, and policymakers 

(Arroyo et al., 2013). For example, while most defi-

nitions of agritourism set a “working farm” as the 

primary locus of agritourism activities, there is a 

broad range of activities that can be considered 

agritourism, primarily as it relates to the authentic-

ity or legitimacy of a working farm and close con-

nection to agricultural production (Carpio et al., 

2008; McGehee, 2007; Ollenburg & Buckley, 2007; 

Phillip et al., 2010; Tew & Barbieri, 2012). In addi-

tion to creating a marketing challenge for produc-

ers and confusion among consumers, the lack of a 

consistent definition of agritourism creates discrep-

ancies among academic studies attempting to quan-

tify and qualify the impact of agritourism activities, 

hindering the ability of policymakers to prioritize 

support for agritourism sector development 

(Arroyo et al., 2013; Chase et al., 2018).  

 In 2002, the U.S. Department of Agriculture 

began to include “recreational services” in the 

National Agriculture Statistics Service’s (USDA 

NASS) Census of Agriculture and since 2007 

expanded their terminology to “agri-tourism and 

recreational services,” which includes “income 

from recreational services such as hunting, fishing, 
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farm or winery tours, hayrides, etc.” (USDA 

NASS, 2019). Though the Census definition of 

agritourism is more constrained than definitions 

typically seen in academic literature, it still 

encompasses the largest and most widely-used 

data set associated with agritourism in the U.S. 

and represents a significant step forward in 

formalizing the term. 

 Building on previous scholarship, Chase et al. 

(2018) created a more comprehensive conceptual 

framework that organizes agritourism activities into 

core and peripheral activities based on where they 

take place (on- or off-farm) or the degree to which 

they are directly related to agricultural activities: 

“core activities take place on a working farm or 

ranch and have deep connections to agricultural 

production,” while “peripheral activities lack a 

deep connection to agricultural production, even 

though they may take place on a working farm or 

ranch” (p. 17). For example, core activities might 

include product sales and experiences such as 

farmstands, u-pick, farm tours, overnight stays, or 

farm-to-table meals. Peripheral activities might 

include off-farm farmers markets, weddings, music 

events, or outdoor recreation. The framework also 

organizes activities into five main categories: edu-

cation, direct sales, entertainment, outdoor recrea-

tion, and hospitality. For the purposes of this 

study, agritourism includes but is not limited to all 

core and peripheral agritourism activities taking 

place on-farm, in all categories. 

Motivations and Goals for Agritourism Operators 
There is a wealth of literature examining motives 

for diversifying into different types of agritourism 

offerings across many different locations (recent 

studies summarized in Table 1). In one of the earli-

est studies concerning motives for agritourism, 

Nickerson et al. (2001) examined motives for 

diversification of Montana ranchers based on 

eleven categories and clustered them into social 

reasons, economic reasons, and external influences, 

concluding that operators were primarily motivated 

for economic reasons, although social reasons were 

a strong second. Other studies have since found 

support for this general conclusion, suggesting that 

income generation is a primary motivator for 

agritourism development (Barbieri & Mahoney, 

2009; Brelik, 2011; Khanal & Mishra, 2014; 

McGehee & Kim, 2004; Tew & Barbieri, 2012). In 

a more recent assessment of the current state of 

agritourism research in the U.S., Rich et al. (2016) 

concluded, “Four of the [nine definitions of 

agritourism used by researchers] incorporated an 

income component either as a means of income 

generation and/or as an economic activity. This is 

worth noting because it is often assumed farmers 

engage in agritourism endeavors as a means to sup-

plement farm income” (p. 4). Thus, for small farms 

which feel increasing financial pressure and “strug-

gle to remain economically viable in the face of 

changing global markets, urbanization pressures, 

structural changes in the food retailing system, and 

Table 1. Recent Literature on Agritourism Operator Motivations and Goals in the U.S. 

Study Date Methods Subject Focus Key Findings 

Halim et al. 2020 Mixed qualitative 

methods 

Female agritourism 

entrepreneurs in North 

Carolina 

Themes constituting women’s self-definition of 

success: being constantly on the move, ensuring 

customer satisfaction, having family support, 

creating broad impact, gaining recognition and 

respect, securing financial sustainability, 

pursuing happiness, debating work-life balance, 

and perpetuating the family farm 

Chiodo et al. 2019 Case studies Agritourism operators in 

mountainous regions in 

the U.S., Brazil, Italy, 

and France  

Top motivations: creativity & innovativeness, 

social interaction, awareness about farm 

operations, support local producers, income 

generation, autonomy, contribute to the local 

economy, environmental conservation 

Khanal & Mishra 2014 Analysis of NASS 

census data 

U.S. farmers Income influences diversification strategies 

among small farms 
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perpetual vagaries of weather, diseases, and pests,” 

agritourism is a valuable coping strategy (Schilling 

et al., 2012, p. 200).  

 Other studies have indicated other motives 

beyond income, several finding agritourism income 

to be small in comparison to total farm income, 

highlighting the importance of nonmonetary goals 

of agritourism such as personal goals, employment 

opportunities for family members, social interac-

tion with guests, and educating the public about 

agriculture (Busby & Rendle, 2000; Schilling et al., 

2012; Tew & Barbieri, 2012). Hansson et al. (2013) 

examined motives for starting ventures outside of 

conventional agriculture among farmers in Sweden 

and assessed family farm roles in influencing these 

motivations. They found operators have two un-

derlying motives: business development to reduce 

risk and use idle resources, and business develop-

ment for social and lifestyle reasons, noting that 

their findings differed from previous studies “both 

in respect to the number of underlying motives and 

the nature of these motives” (p. 247). The authors 

concluded that considering disaggregated motives 

outside of a broader family or firm context may fail 

to capture operator goals fully. Diversification, they 

argued, can be better understood by considering 

“more overarching motives related to the manage-

ment and development of the business and the sit-

uation of the farmer and his/her family” (p. 248). 

Ainley and Kline (2014) similarly advocated for 

more exploratory research methods that “fully 

appreciate the complex intertwining of multiple 

factors underlying the phenomenon [of agritour-

ism]” (p. 405). In addition, Telfer (2002) examined 

agritourism in an Indonesian community using 

principles of sustainable community development. 

He found that while agritourism does not always 

meet the goal of economic self-reliance, it is a pow-

erful tool for community control and building 

community culture, while others find that agritour-

ism can serve as a tool for farmers to resist urban 

stereotypes and regain control over their own rep-

resentation among nonfarmers (Nazariadli et al., 

2019). 

 In addition, the scope of most U.S. agritourism 

research is limited by geography. While there are 

several national agritourism studies of Europe, 

Canada, and South America, very little agritourism 

data exists on a national or multistate level in the 

U.S. Rich et al. (2016) note: “While three national 

surveys exist which provide insight into agritourism 

or farm visits…the focus of these studies was not 

agritourism; rather agritourism was a small compo-

nent. In order for valid comparisons and generali-

zations to be made agritourism-focused survey data 

at a national scale is greatly needed” (p. 4). This 

multistate research project builds on previous 

research at the state level while also providing 

much-needed insights into what common themes 

emerge when considering the multitude of other 

factors that influence farm decision-making based 

on geographic region. 

 A review of the existing literature thus suggests 

that while quantitative research has been instru-

mental in creating a blueprint for understanding 

why U.S. farmers are embracing agritourism, there 

is an opportunity to probe deeper and “add flesh to 

the bones of what is currently understood [about 

agritourism motivations]” (Ainley & Kline, 2014, p. 

405) using more interpretive, qualitative methods. 

Theoretical Framework 
In his 1954 work, The Nature of Prejudice, social psy-

chologist Gordon Allport hypothesized that face-

to-face encounters between people of different 

groups would reduce intergroup hostility: “[Preju-

dice] may be reduced by equal status contact be-

tween majority and minority groups in the pursuit 

of common goals. The effect is greatly enhanced if 

this contact is sanctioned by institutional supports 

(i.e., by law, custom, or local atmosphere), and pro-

vided it is of a sort that leads to the perception of 

common interests and common humanity between 

members of the two groups” (p. 281). Under these 

four conditions—equal status, institutional sup-

port, common goals, and common humanity (or 

intergroup cooperation)—Allport argued that 

bringing together majority and minority groups 

could reduce prejudice and increase intergroup 

cooperation. 

 Further study has provided support for 

Allport’s hypothesis. Most notably, Pettigrew and 

Tropp’s 2006 meta-analysis of intergroup contact 

theory found that intergroup contact typically 

reduces intergroup prejudice. They also asserted 

that the theory holds true in addition to racial and 
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ethnic encounters, as originally hypothesized, and 

can be extended to other groups, including people 

of different ages, gender identity, sexual orienta-

tion, and physical and mental ability.  

 Pettigrew and Tropp (2006) concluded that 

Allport’s optimal contact conditions typically lead 

to a greater reduction in prejudice, but are not 

essential for reducing prejudice. More recent litera-

ture has since focused on when and how contact is 

most likely to reduce prejudice, as well as the im-

pact of indirect contact, such as extended contact 

(knowing or observing an in-group contact who 

has an out-group friend) and imagined contact 

(Hewstone & Swart, 2011). This research suggests 

the effects of contact are greatest when contact 

involves intergroup and interpersonal factors, such 

as cross-group friendships, and that contact works 

to reduce prejudice by reducing intergroup anxiety 

and increasing empathy. Allport and others defined 

contact as “face-to-face interaction between mem-

bers of clearly defined groups” (Pettigrew & 

Tropp, 2006, p. 754). In the context of agritourism, 

this could include many offerings, such as farm 

tours, on-farm direct sales, classes, and tastings. 

 To date, no research has applied Allport’s con-

tact hypothesis to the study of farmer motivations, 

and yet there is reason to suspect that farmers 

engaging in agritourism might be motivated at least 

in part by a desire to increase contact in order to 

improve relations with customers and other non-

farmers. In an early study, Johnston and Bryant 

(1987) examined farmer adaptation to the changing 

rural-urban interface and identified three types of 

farmer adaptations: positive, such as adding an 

enterprise; neutral, such as adopting agricultural 

technology; and negative, such as leaving farming. 

A more recent study by Smith and Sharp (2003) 

proposes an additional adaptation focused on 

improving neighborly relations, including building 

social capital with both local neighbors and more 

distant farm clientele. Agritourism reflects several 

of these adaptations simultaneously, as a potential 

new enterprise that also increases social capital. 

Applied Research Methods 
Qualitative methodologies were chosen for this 

study to better capture the nuances, depth, and 

breadth of producer experiences in agritourism. 

Recruitment and Sampling Strategy 
The sample used for this study was obtained from 

a larger selection of farmers and ranchers engaged 

in agritourism and direct sales. The U.S. project 

collaborators collected information about the sam-

ple subjects from five states: Vermont, Minnesota, 

California, West Virginia, and Oregon. These states 

were chosen due to the growing or ongoing inter-

est in agritourism and direct sales by farmers in 

those states, and based on the expertise of the key 

informants working in agricultural extension and 

tourism. 

 From a list of 80 farmers and ranchers com-

piled via the criterion sampling method, six were 

selected from each state using a maximum varia-

tion sampling method (Lindlof & Taylor, 2011). 

This sampling method was chosen because crite-

rion selection yields information-rich data from 

which researchers can learn deeply about farmer 

and rancher experiences, while maximum variation 

sampling ensures that a wide variety of experiences 

is explored and represented (Lindlof & Taylor, 

2011; Polkinghorne, 2005). Farmers and ranchers 

were organized by geographic location within their 

state, agritourism and direct sales activities, farm 

size, number of years in business, agricultural prod-

ucts, race, and gender. Based on the literature on 

firm characteristics and business performance, geo-

graphic region diversity was prioritized for selec-

tion, then race and gender, then agritourism and 

agricultural offerings (Barbieri & Mshenga, 2008). 

 We used email communication to recruit farm-

ers and ranchers within their assigned state. To par-

ticipate, a person had to be 18 or older and identify 

as an agritourism operator. Participants were of-

fered a US$50 incentive for their time and partici-

pation. Potential participants were sent three invita-

tions to participate. Recruitment continued for four 

months until we obtained at least three interviews 

per sampled state and at least 20 interviews total. 

Sample Information 
Of the 23 interviewees included in this study, six 

are operators in Vermont, five in Oregon, five in 

California, four in Minnesota, and three in West 

Virginia. The discrepancy in the number of inter-

viewees per state is due to the relative ease or diffi-

culty with recruitment in each state due to time 
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constraints during agricultural growing seasons.  

 Given our study’s focus, all the farms or 

ranches were classified as small or medium by 

USDA standards; 57% of farms and ranches were 

small, and 43% were medium-sized. Sixty percent 

of the interviewees were women, although the 

majority of participants operated in a family con-

text. One study that compared diversified farms to 

agritourism farms reported that diversified farms, 

in general, had more women principal operators 

compared to all U.S. farms—33% versus 11% 

(Barbieri, 2009). However, this was reported before 

the most recent changes to the agricultural census 

determining how women are counted as decision-

makers on farms and ranches, and therefore most 

likely underrepresents the number of women farm-

ers in the U.S. (USDA NASS, 2019). Ninety-one 

percent of interviewees were white, and 9% were 

Asian. We attempted to interview Black, Latinx, 

Hispanic, and indigenous American operators; 

however, we could not do so due to time and sam-

pling constraints. Many different farm products 

were represented, from diversified livestock to 

dairy to diversified crops to value-added products.  

 Interviewee responses were categorized based 

on the conceptual framework developed by Chase 

et al. (2018). Eighty-seven percent of farms and 

ranches offered direct sales, 83% offered educa-

tion, 48% offered hospitality, 26% offered outdoor 

recreation, and 87% offered entertainment. All 

farms and ranches offered at least two agritourism 

activities, 78% offered more than two activities, 

and 39% offered four or more agritourism activi-

ties. This is consistent with the literature on diver-

sified farms and ranches as a whole, which have 

been reported to have, on average, 3.8 diversifica-

tion categories per farm (Barbieri et al., 2008).  

Interview Strategy  
The interview protocol was co-constructed with 

project collaborators. The first author prescheduled 

and conducted semistructured interviews over the 

phone, which lasted approximately 60-90 minutes. 

All interviewees were emailed a consent form and 

the interview protocol to review in advance. The 

interviews contained 16 open-ended questions 

(Appendix); semistructured interviews follow a pre-

conceived interview script but also gave the inter-

viewer or interviewee “freedom to digress” to ex-

plore emergent themes (Berg & Lune, 2004, p. 61).  

 Interviews were transcribed verbatim using 

speechpad.com, an online transcription service, 

resulting in 500 single-spaced pages. Transcripts 

were reviewed for accuracy. All farmer and farm 

names were changed to protect and maintain 

confidentiality. 

Analytics Strategy 
Two team members (the first author and a second 

team member and author) initially conducted a the-

matic analysis of the first three interviews. These 

interviews were chosen to capture a diverse set of 

perspectives. We used constant comparative analy-

sis, a cyclical and continuous method of process-

ing, reducing, and explaining (Lindlof & Taylor, 

2011), to identify themes in the data inductively. 

We used Braun and Clarke’s (2006) hallmark the-

matic analysis method to code themes within and 

across interviews. The six-step framework includes: 

(a) familiarizing ourselves with the data by reading 

transcripts and listening to audio recordings; (b) 

generating initial codes; (c) searching for themes; 

(d) reviewing themes; (e) defining and naming 

themes; and (f) analyzing the resulting coded data 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 87). 

 We used Owen’s (1984) criteria of recurrence, 

repetition, and forcefulness to generate initial 

codes. Owen defines recurrence as when “at least 

two parts of a report had the same thread of mean-

ing, even though different wording indicated such a 

meaning” (p. 275). Repetition refers to the explicit 

repetition of certain words, not just implicit mean-

ing, and forcefulness refers to “vocal inflection, 

volume or other dramatic pause which serve to 

stress and subordinate some utterances from other 

locutions” (p. 275). Our transcriptions were verba-

tim and included pauses and other vocal inflec-

tions. We coded for recurring, repetitive, and 

forceful themes within interviews, as well as across 

interviews. 

 After coding the first three interviews sepa-

rately, we met to discuss, refine and collapse codes. 

Codes were entered into NVIVO software and 

analyzed for intercoder reliability using a Kappa 

coefficient. Codes with a Kappa coefficient of less 

than 80% were reviewed and re-coded until con-
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sensus was met. Then the first author coded the 

rest of the interviews independently, continuing the 

process by adding new codes where needed, re-

coding previous interviews with new codes, and 

refining codes as the process continued. 

 Based on the emergent themes, we focused on 

five specific questions related to decision-making 

in agritourism and then specifically on one ques-

tion focused on defining and measuring success in 

agritourism. The answers to this question served to 

illuminate participant motivations and goals for 

agritourism. 

Results and Discussion 
As expected, based on previous literature, financial 

goals were a forceful and recurring theme. How-

ever, they were closely intertwined with two other 

types of goals: community-related goals and per-

sonal/family goals. These themes were fairly con-

sistent throughout different parts of the country 

and different types of agritourism operations. 

(Because of the study design, emergent themes are 

not necessarily representative but are meant to help 

inform further study at the national level.) That 

results echo previous studies suggests that, in the 

area of motivations and goals, location is not a 

strong influence. In this section, findings involving 

general themes of motivation expressed through 

interviews with agritourism operators are 

described, then these themes are analyzed through 

the lens of Allport’s contact hypothesis. 

Financial Goals 
All participants discussed the importance of finan-

cial profit; however, the importance of agritourism 

enterprise financial solvency varies on a wide spec-

trum. For some, agritourism is not the main 

income source for the farm but occupies another 

vital role. For others, agritourism and direct sales 

are the sole sources of income. Regardless of an 

enterprise’s overall financial contribution, almost 

all participants agreed that it was crucial for their 

enterprises to at least pay for themselves. One 

farmer from California stated, “I think that meas-

ure of success, it can come in different forms, but 

if somebody is losing money, they’re not going to 

be able to sustain it.” Another rancher in Oregon 

confirmed, “Obviously, money, it has to pay its 

way. Everything we did in value-added could never 

threaten the resources base. It had to enhance it.” 

Participants acknowledged that while money was 

not always the top priority, losing money on a 

venture is not tenable.  

 Even among those farmers for whom agritour-

ism is considered very important financially, agri-

tourism decisions do not always match professed 

goals. For example, one flower farmer in Oregon 

said, “I think if it’s sustainable for us, it’s gotta be 

economically sustainable.” She explained how they 

run a tour train through their fields for people who 

have difficulty walking: 

And it costs us money to run. But the personal 

touch for those…you know, it costs them five 

bucks to ride it and it’s a half-hour tour. But 

it’s that personal touch and being able to talk 

to them; it’s not economically sustainable [on 

its own as an offering]. But I always insist that 

we keep doing it because of that personal 

touch, and you know, talking to people.  

 Thus, for some participants, exceptions are 

made and financial goals are de-prioritized in favor 

of other community or family-related goals.  

Personal and Family Goals 
The second significant thematic category that 

emerged centered around personal or family goals. 

For all participants, quality of life is important, 

which is consistent with past research (Chase et al., 

2013). Participants talked about minimizing burn-

out, spending time with and finding employment 

for family members, and getting to enjoy what they 

do. They emphasized making strategic decisions 

about what enterprises to engage in and trying to 

enter into partnerships wherever possible to share 

responsibility. On family farms, minimizing stress 

and interfamily conflict is important. For some, 

agritourism facilitates these goals by allowing them 

to remain on-farm to live and work. A maple 

sugar-maker in Vermont explained how agritour-

ism allowed him and his wife to homeschool their 

children: “My wife, she’s like ‘When my kids were 

sick I got to take my hand on his forehead, and 

check on him every hour, and give him a kiss on 

the forehead. I got to see all that instead of hearing 
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it from daycare.’” A livestock farmer with small 

children explained how, despite initial challenges, 

having visitors to a cabin on their farm allows them 

to remain working on-farm. Their Airbnb felt time-

consuming and the farmer was resentful: “But then 

I keep reminding myself, ‘Well, it’s either this or 

find a job off-farm.’ So this is my job.” For this 

farmer, remaining on her farm while her children 

were young facilitated easier management of com-

peting family and economic priorities. 

 Another theme related to quality of life 

involves customer interaction and feedback. For 

many operators, having visitors to their farms 

breaks up rural isolation and provides positive 

encouragement. A dairy farmer aid, “You know, 

you can laugh, but one form of measurement [of 

success] is the hundreds of Christmas cards that we 

get here every year.” Similarly, a grower in West 

Virginia explained: 

It’s rewarding to just have people come and 

see the farm. And it is both, of course, fiscally 

rewarding because they give you money for it, 

but to see the way they interact and hear posi-

tive things that they say about the farm is nice 

because it just kind of reinvigorates your pur-

pose. It’s affirming, and it’s an ego boost.  

 While not all participants live in rural areas, 

agricultural work often demands long hours with-

out much financial compensation or cultural pres-

tige. For many agritourism operators, feeling 

appreciated and valued is a considerable benefit of 

opening their land and businesses to visitors. 

Community-Related Goals 
A third emergent theme concerns goals focused on 

education and community leadership. Participants 

told us that a major way they define success is 

through their roles as educators. They see them-

selves as intermediaries between the general public 

and the “private” world of agriculture. As public 

figures, they consider themselves advocates for and 

teachers of their version of agriculture and a direct 

connection between consumers and food sources. 

Participants also found that the connection be-

tween their farm and consumers differs among 

generations. A West Virginia farmer explained, 

“The older population, it brings back memories 

from their childhood of, you know, doing some-

thing with their grandparents. And then you have 

the younger population or millennials that might 

not have been familiar with that, but they’re really 

trying to get connected to their food source.” A 

California farmer described how their farm con-

nected with school groups over time: “Success for 

us was in the return of schools. We have many 

schools that have been coming for ten years.” They 

worried that the school groups, which were 

charged a fee, would not have funding to return 

during an economic downturn. “Most of the 

schools, they cut all the other field trips, but they 

kept coming to our farm. So, our school business 

remained the same…To me, the success is that 

people found us and came back to us, I think. That 

makes us feel good.”  

 They also observed a U.S. population increas-

ingly disconnected from its food sources, fewer 

farmers integrated with the nonfarming commu-

nity, fewer farmers in general, and increased public 

concerns about food safety and agricultural prac-

tices. A rancher in Oregon told us: 

It’s more than profits. It’s really important 

today if you have the attitude to do it, it’s really 

important to open your door to people who 

aren’t in farming and ranching, to help them 

see the truth about the good work that farmers 

and ranchers do. You need to school yourself 

about GMO conversations, predator conversa-

tions, pesticide conversations, all the issues 

that people that don’t know about ag, they’re 

frightened by. It’s really important that the 

voice of the ranchers and farmers, real people 

that do the work, be heard by the majority of 

people who aren’t. We’re less than 2% of the 

population. We don’t even count on the cen-

sus statistics, you know, so how are people 

gonna know if they don’t come out and see 

you? 

 This sentiment of visibility also emerged in the 

theme of community leadership. Participants dis-

cussed seeing themselves as community leaders 

both for the public and for other farmers. They 

described being models for other farmers in their 
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region and the benefits of building relationships in 

their community. A diversified vegetable grower in 

Minnesota told us about the advocacy role that 

comes with being a public-facing business: 

The path we’re taking is very public. It’s not 

like we’re hiding in the corner and growing 

vegetables…which I think is good because you 

can advocate then for farms and say ‘Well, 

come up.’ And you can see how much work it 

is, and just bring farms and farming to the 

front of people’s minds. Because honestly, 

there are people in this area that do not believe 

you can even grow anything up here, which is 

absurd. 

 In this leadership capacity, participants find 

value and meaning in engaging with visitors, and 

agritourism becomes more than a financial diversi-

fication mechanism.  

Motivations for Agritourism Engagement in 
Relation to the Contact Hypothesis 
As described above, among community-related 

goals, agritourism operators emphasized that con-

sumer education is a crucial aspect of agritourism 

engagement. Interviewees discussed the impor-

tance of visitors seeing what they do for myriad 

reasons, including promoting awareness of the 

importance of food production, educating consum-

ers on product value (this was particularly empha-

sized by farmers engaged in alternative agriculture, 

whose price points tend to be higher, as well as 

those participating in direct sales), and providing 

transparency around consumer concerns regarding 

land management, pesticides, GMOs, and animal 

welfare. In this respect, the contact hypothesis 

helps us understand agritourism operator motiva-

tions, as they are in many cases engaging in agri-

tourism at least in part to build positive relation-

ships with consumers and their communities.  

 Nevertheless, in some ways agritourism may 

exacerbate community conflict related to tourism 

while reducing community conflict related to farm-

ing. Three main challenges expressed by interview-

ees about their agritourism enterprises were friction 

with authorities over regulations for hosting visi-

tors, concerns about liability for visitor injury or 

accidents, and disputes with neighbors over in-

creased local traffic and noise. A dairy farmer in 

West Virginia advised, “You may even want to talk 

to your neighbors. Make sure they’re OK with 

hundreds of cars coming past their property onto 

your property.” Increased visibility also comes with 

the potential for increased public scrutiny. A diver-

sified fruit and vegetable grower in Oregon de-

scribed the trade-off in this way:  

I guess if a person is into [agritourism], there’s 

the notoriety, you get to be known in the com-

munity. There’s some drawbacks to that also 

because it does increase your public profile. . . . 

All of a sudden instead of, you know, I’m not 

anonymous anymore, you know, when I’m in 

my local community. I have to be careful, 

sometimes I’d better not, you know, have that 

drink or I better not do this, I better not do 

that. 

 Thus, the contact hypothesis is a valuable 

framework for understanding why agritourism 

operators prioritize non-economic goals, and fur-

ther research is needed to ascertain whether face-

to-face interactions between farmers and visitors 

do actually improve intergroup relationships.  

Conclusions 
Much of the existing literature on the motivations 

of producers engaged in agritourism in the U.S. 

focuses on potential economic benefits, with the 

underlying assumption that farmers and ranchers in 

the U.S. are primarily concerned with making 

money. Our results show that, at first glance, finan-

cial considerations are indeed a key motivator for 

considering diversification into agritourism, con-

sistent with some previous findings. However, 

when probed deeper, participants suggested that 

ongoing participation in agritourism provides many 

other nonfinancial benefits, some of which are 

equal to or even take priority over financial goals. 

Through this lens, for many operators an agritour-

ism enterprise’s profitability is a necessary but not 

sufficient condition for engaging in agritourism.  

 Our findings mirror and build upon the results 

of work by McGehee and Kim (2004), who re-

ported the top three motivations for agritourism as 
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gaining additional income, fully utilizing resources, 

and educating the consumer. Our findings are also 

consistent with Nickerson et al. (2001), who found 

income and resource utilization as the primary 

motivators, followed by coping with the variability 

of agricultural livelihoods. The nonfinancial themes 

related to running an agritourism business that 

most clearly emerged from this study centered 

around community building and engagement, 

consistent with recent literature on agritourism and 

motivations (Chiodo et al., 2019; Halim et al., 

2020).  

 Even in the realm of personal goals, many of 

the goals circled back to some form of community 

interaction. As Telfer (2002) and Nazariadli et al. 

(2019) observed, our results suggest that, for our 

study participants, agritourism provides a level of 

transparency that allows them to better control the 

narratives regarding their businesses and allows 

community members to participate in the agricul-

tural process, thereby gaining further community 

control. Agritourism also aids in building commu-

nity culture around food, the natural environment, 

and cultural heritage. Understanding agritourism 

operator motivations through the lens of Allport’s 

contact hypothesis helps build upon these findings. 

Community building is not only important for its 

own sake, but also for improving relationships and 

increasing understanding between majority (non-

farmers) and minority (farmer) groups. 

 With this framing in mind, our results are 

broadly applicable and add to a growing body of 

work that can be used to help agritourism opera-

tors succeed. Accurately identifying farmer motiva-

tions and goals can help provide better program-

ming and support for producers at the outreach 

level and more accurately steer the focus of future 

academic research. Although a recent study sug-

gests that there are areas in which agricultural 

extension agents are failing to fully meet farmer 

needs (Ferreira et al., 2020), research shows that 

when agricultural educators have a greater under-

standing of the diversity of farmers’ perceptions, 

beliefs, and actions, they are “more likely to suc-

ceed in supporting farmers’ application of knowl-

edge and skills, resulting in improvements to farm-

ing practices and production” (Eckert & Bell, 2005, 

p. 8). This study sought to better capture the depth 

and breadth of these farmer motivations, and criti-

cally highlights the role of community engagement 

and leadership of agritourism operators alongside 

financial viability goals. Thus, for those working to 

support farms that might benefit from engagement 

in agritourism, using a broader community devel-

opment lens or toolkit may more likely engender 

success for both producers and consumers.  

Limitations and Future Research 
The time-intensive nature of the interviews neces-

sarily limited the number of responses, so although 

theoretical saturation was reached, associations 

cannot be drawn between agritourism operator 

motivations and other characteristics. Further 

research would benefit from a larger sampling of 

agritourism operators from all 50 states in order to 

draw broader conclusions. Additionally, the scope 

of this project was focused on small- and medium-

sized farms in the U.S., and thus does not represent 

the whole of U.S. agriculture. While 90% of farms 

in the U.S. are small, 44% of the value of produc-

tion comes from large farms, which thus represent 

a significant, but distinct, category of farm type 

(Economic Research Service, 2020). 

 Nevertheless, this study has added nuance to 

the discussion of farmer motivations for agritour-

ism and has opened up avenues for future research, 

such as survey-based work informed by these find-

ings and further testing of Allport’s theory. 

 Finally, as emphasized in this study, at a policy 

level agritourism operator goals—and subsequent 

benefits—can be conferred from producers to con-

sumers and the community at large. Schilling et al. 

(2012) emphasize “the economic multiplier effects 

of agritourism, namely the impact on other local 

businesses, local employment, and tax revenues” 

and that “the preservation of rural amenities, as 

well as historic and cultural values, also contributes 

to the desirability of a community to potential 

residents and businesses by creating a sense of 

place. … Through its contribution to farm reten-

tion, agritourism similarly helps communities man-

age or limit dis-amenities that may be associated 

with uncontrolled development (e.g., congestion, 

pollution, loss of scenic viewscapes)” (p. 204). 

Thus, the success of meeting agritourism operator 

goals may not only benefit the operators them-
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selves, but also their surrounding communities—
making the interaction between producer goals, 
community goals, and local and regional policy 
frameworks an important area for further 
agritourism research.   
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Appendix. Interview Protocol 
 

1. Let’s start with a little bit of history about your farm or ranch. 
 
2. Our project is focused on 5 categories of agritourism:  

 
• Direct sales (e.g. on-farm sales, farmers markets, CSA, U-pick, etc.) 
• Education (e.g. classes, workshops, student visitors) 
• Hospitality (e.g. camping, airbnb/bnb, lodging/other rentals, retreats, farm-stay or guest ranch) 
• Outdoor recreation (e.g. hunting, fishing, horseback riding, biking, hiking, skiing) 
• Entertainment (e.g. music, events, weddings). 

 
Can you tell me about what kinds of visitors you have on your farm or ranch? 

 
3. How has your use of those five categories of agritourism changed over time? 
 
4. What key lessons have you learned about agritourism? When you first started in agritourism, what do you 

wish you knew then what you knew now? 
 
5. How important is agritourism to your farm or ranch?  
 
6. How do you define and measure “success” in agritourism?  
 
7. In what ways does agritourism bring other benefits? 
 
8. What are the key factors to success in agritourism that you have identified?  
 
9. What are the risks associated with agritourism and how do you have adapted to those risks? 
 
10. What infrastructure or resources are needed for success in agritourism? How does your management 

change with agritourism use? 
 
11. What external resources contribute to or inhibit success in agritourism? 
 
12. To what extent does agritourism contribute to your quality of life? 
 
13. How does your farm connect with your local community? Tourists and visitors from other places? 
 
14. To what extent are agritourism activities profitable?  

 
15. What advice would you have for farmers or ranchers interested in bringing agritourism to their farm or 

ranch? 
 
16. What role do you think agritourism plays in ‘sustainable development’? 
 
  


	Visitors and values: A qualitative analysis of agritourism operator motivations across the U.S.
	Abstract
	Keywords
	Introduction and Literature Review
	Defining Agritourism
	Motivations and Goals for Agritourism Operators
	Table 1. Recent Literature on Agritourism Operator Motivations and Goals in the U.S.
	Theoretical Framework

	Applied Research Methods
	Recruitment and Sampling Strategy
	Sample Information
	Interview Strategy
	Analytics Strategy

	Results and Discussion
	Financial Goals
	Personal and Family Goals
	Community-Related Goals
	Motivations for Agritourism Engagement in Relation to the Contact Hypothesis

	Conclusions
	Limitations and Future Research

	Acknowledgments
	References
	Appendix. Interview Protocol


