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EXECUTIVE
SUMMARY
 For as long as the United States has existed as a nation,

the size and structure of its farms has played an integral

role in its culture, values, and identity. Today,

responsibility for defining farm size and structure falls

with the United States Department of Agriculture’s

Economic Research Service (USDA ERS), which defines

a farm as “any place from which $1,000 or more of

agricultural products were produced and sold, or

normally would have been sold, during the census year”

(USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service, 2021, p.

III). 

 Taking this broad definition forward, the ERS

developed a typology to classify farms into more

homogenous groups for reporting and evaluation

purposes. This typology is based on three main criteria:

the ownership of the farm business, the annual gross

cash farm income of the farm business, and the primary

occupation of the operator of the farm business (USDA

ERS Farm Structure, 2021). Within the typology farms

are divided between family and non-family as well as

small, mid-sized, and large-scale. The express goal of

the typology is to offer a streamlined tool for research

and policy making. However, further analysis into the

history and data of the typology suggests that it is far

from a neutral metric. 

 In our analysis of the ERS farm typology and the data

available on farm size in the United States, we drew

three primary conclusions. The first is that the current

typology masks a more accurate and representative

breakdown of agricultural production in the United

States, and contributes to the erasure of the nation’s

“smallest” farms. These include nonprofit farms like

FrontLine Farming, about which there is limited

information despite their significance in their

communities. This erasure complicates the ways in

which government funds (including subsidies) are

allocated, as they may treat all “small” farms equally

when their needs may in fact be very different. The

second conclusion is that the current data collection

methods employed to create this agricultural profile

carries significant bias, and pays disproportionate
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 attention to the economic production of farms, rather

than the myriad other functions farms perform and

require further analysis. Our final conclusion is that the

emphasis on family farms and manipulation of the

definition to over-represent the number of small farms

carries with it an unspoken history of the land theft and

settler colonialism and seeks to uphold outdated ideals

about the inherent value of family farms. The

subsequent value judgments associated with farm size

determined by the typology shape the ways in which

we conceptualize and talk about U.S. agriculture,

therefore carrying significant sociocultural implications.

These three primary impacts of the typology all

compound each other to create a system of agriculture

that is deeply inequitable and in need of diversification.

A common thread throughout all three conclusions

and the report more broadly is the sheer complexity

and inaccessibility of the data farmers and citizens

need in order to honestly assess the state of agriculture

in the United States. In some cases, important data is

obscured through conflicting or incompatible data, and

in other cases, it is simply not available at all. In

particular, more information is needed from the USDA

that clearly explains how government resources are

administered according to farm size. Research for this

report took several months of analyzing USDA

documentation, and yet questions remain about just

how the typology works. 

 This call for transparency is one of several

recommendations we suggest based on our findings.

Others include simply revisiting the parameters of the

typology and adjusting the GCFI limits used to classify

farm size, as well as loopholes in family farm definitions

and deceiving homogeneity in the nonfamily category.

We also recommend greater attention to implicit bias

in data collection, including surveys. While this report

scratches the surface of the typology, particularly when

it comes to its impact on racial and economic

disparities, a particularly compelling area for future

research would be the ways in which the USDA studies

and reports gender diversity on farms. Finally, we

suggest more general conscientiousness about how we

speak about and romanticize farms. In doing so, we

may begin to undo some of the erasure and damage

inflicted by modern agriculture in the United States.
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BACKGROUND
WHAT IS A FARM?     

The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) first defined the term “farm” in

1850. Since then, the definition has undergone nine iterations, each one with the goal

of painting a more accurate picture of the agricultural landscape of its time. Since

1974, the USDA has defined a farm as “any place from which $1,000 or more of

agricultural products were produced and sold, or normally would have been sold,

during the census year” (USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service, 2021, p. III). The

USDA defines this term so broadly to provide a basic unit of measure for the

agricultural activity within the country. Recognizing that this broad definition of farms

can mask underlying variations in farm size and structure, the United States

Department of Agriculture’s Economic Research Service (USDA ERS) developed a

typology to classify farms into more homogeneous categories for reporting and

evaluation purposes. This typology is based on three main criteria: the ownership of

the farm business, the annual gross cash farm income of the farm business, and the

primary occupation of the operator of the farm business (USDA ERS Farm Structure

2021).

 

PRINCIPAL OPERATORS AND FAMILY VS. NON-FAMILY FARMS 

As of the 2017 Census of Agriculture, there are 2,042,220 farms in the United States

(USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service, 2019, p. 7). Based on the role of the

principal operator, these farms are divided into the two categories of family farms and

non-family farms. The principal operator of a farm is the person who runs the farms

and makes the day-to-day management decisions for the business (USDA ERS

Glossary 2021). Family farms are defined by the USDA ERS as farms in which the

principal operator and those related to the principal operator by blood or marriage

own a majority share of the farm business, at least 51% (J. MacDonald, 2014). This

definition is primarily focused on ownership and control of the farm business by the

family that is operating the farm rather than the farm’s size, amount of labor provided

by the farm family, or ownership of the land itself. Tenant farmers who work on rented

land are considered principal farm operators, rather than the owners of the land from

whom they rent (USDA ERS Glossary, 2021).This focus is in contrast with the United

Nations’ definition of a family farm, which categorizes family farms as those that are

managed and operated by a family with that family providing most of the farm’s
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labor. According to USDA Farm Income Specialist, James MacDonald, the United

Nations definition limits the size a farm can achieve while still being considered as a

family farm. Therefore, the USDA does not utilize this definition and instead created its

own (J. MacDonald, personal communication, 2021). Under this USDA ERS definition,

there are currently 1,959,335 family farms in the United States making up 95.9% of total

farms. 

 Non-family farms are defined as those farms in which the principal operator and

persons related to the principal operator do not own a majority of the business(USDA

National Agricultural Statistics Service, 2021, p. 3). The category includes a diverse range

of operations, from small cooperatives to non-family corporations (USDA ERS Glossary,

2021). As of 2017, there are only 82,885 non-family farms in the United States,

representing only a small portion of total farms in the country at 4.1% (USDA National

Agricultural Statistics Service, 2021). A summary of these values is shown in Table 1.

 

Table 1.  The number of family and non-family farms and their percentages relative to the total number of

farms in the United States as reported by the 2017 Census of Agriculture (USDA National Agricultural

Statistics Service, 2021).

 

 

Farm Category Number of Farms Percent of Total Farms

Family Farm

Non-Family Farm

1,959,335

82,885

95.9%

4.1%

FARM SIZE AND GROSS CASH FARM INCOME
Due to the large percentage of farms in the United Stated being classified as family

farms, the Economic Research Service further groups these operations by size based on

their annual gross cash farm income. Gross cash farm income, or GCFI, is a measure of

farm revenue before deducting expenses. This metric includes sales from crops  and
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 livestock, payments from federal agricultural programs, and any other farm-related cash

income (USDA ERS Farm Structure, 2021). Using the annual GCFI reported, family farms 

 are divided into the categories of small, mid-sized, and large-scale. 

Firstly, family farms are considered to be small if they have a GCFI of less than $350,000.

Within this bracket, there are several subdivisions based on the characteristics of the

principal operator. These subdivisions are retirement farms, off-farm occupation farms,

low-sales farming occupation farms, and moderate-sales farming occupation farms. 

 Retirement farms are small family farms in which the principal operators report that

they are retired, although they continue to farm earning a GCFI of less than $350,000.

Off-farm occupation farms are those small family farms in which the principal operator

reports a primary occupation other than farming. Low-sales farming occupation farms

are those in which the principal operator reports farming as their primary occupation

and has a GCFI of less than $150,000 annually. Moderate-sales farming occupation farms

are farms whose principal operator also reports farming as their primary occupation, but

has a GCFI of between $150,000 and $349,000 annually (USDA ERS Farm Structure,

2021). There were a reported 1,708,439 small family farms in the United States in 2017,

accounting for roughly 88% of total farms in the country (USDA National Agricultural

Statistics Service, 2021). The USDA provides conflicting data on the actual breakdown of

how many retirement, off-farm occupation, and on-farm occupation small family farms

there actually are in the United States. In the report “2017 Census of Agriculture

Highlights”, the USDA expresses the total number of small family farms to be 1,708,439

farms, but does not elaborate on the amount of farms within each subdivision. In the

report “America’s Diverse Family Farms”, the USDA provides numerical data for these

subdivisions; however, the sum of these amounts adds up to be larger than the total

number of small family farms as reported by the 2017 Census of Agriculture (USDA ERS,

2018). Because of this, we cannot say with confidence what the breakdown of

retirement, off-farm occupation, and on-farm occupation farms actually is. 

Family farms are considered to be mid-sized if they have a GCFI between $350,000 and

$999,999. There are a reported 108,304 mid-sized family farms in the United States, 
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representing just 5.3% of total farms (USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service, 2021).  

Large-scale family farms have a GCFI of $1,000,000 or more. Within this size bracket,

there are two subdivisions of large and very large. Large family farms are those farms that

report a GCFI between $1,000,000 and $4,999,999 annually. Very large family farms are

those farms that report a GCFI of $5,000,000 or more (USDA ERS Farm Structure, 2021).

There are a reported 52,592 large-scale family farms in the United States, representing

2.6% of total farms. Within this number, 47,056 were reported as being large and 5,536

were reported as being very large, representing 2.3% and 0.3% of total farms respectively

(USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service, 2021). A summary of these values is shown

in Table 2. A summary of farms by the definitions outlined in the typology is showcased

in Figure 1. 

Despite the differentiations within the family farm category, by comparison, non-family

farms are one standalone category, and not divided into specific categories based on

size. Instead, all non-family farms--from the cooperatives to privately held corporations--

are grouped together (USDA ERS Glossary, 2021).

 
Table 2.  The number of small, mid-sized, large, and very large family farms and their percentages relative

to the total number of farms in the United States as reported by the 2017 Census of Agriculture (USDA

National Agricultural Statistics Service, 2021).

 

108,,304

Family Farm Size Number of Farms Percent of Total Farms

Small

Mid-Sized

1,708,439 88.1%

5.3%

Large

Very Large

47,056

5,536

2.3%

0.3%
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Figure 1. The number of farms by the USDA ERS typology definitions and their percentages relative to

the total number of farms in the United States as reported by the 2017 Census of Agriculture (USDA

National Agricultural Statistics Service, 2021).
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NAVIGATING THE CENSUS & BREAKING
DOWN THE DATA
In seeing just how many farms are grouped within the category of small family farms,

we may turn to data from the most recent 2017 USDA Agricultural Census data for a

more granular view of just how large or small farms are in the United States. However,

attempting to compare the typology with the Census also reveals significant

inconsistencies in the ways the USDA talks about farm size and in how they measure

economic value. When searching through over 800 pages of Census data, one might

be surprised to find that the term “farm size” is not a monetary measure at all in the

report, but instead refers to acreage (USDA, National Agricultural Statistics Service,

2019, Appendix B B-9). This is surprising given the flaws the ERS identifies in doing so,

mainly because productivity varies greatly depending on where a farm is located, the

soil quality, availability of nutrients and water, etc. (J. MacDonald, personal

communication, 2021). Such an overlap in terminology may lead to confusion for

someone attempting to cohere an understanding of farm size in the U.S., whether

because they are responsible for making and voting on agricultural policies purposes

or because they are a farmer themselves and need improved knowledge about their

industry, including how it is governed.

 

Moreover, the Census does not even use the ERS typology in the full report. Instead,

the closest equivalent is what they label “economic class,” defined in the Appendix as

“the classification of farms by the sum of market value of agricultural products sold

and Federal farm program payments'' (USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service,

2017: Appendix B-7). The full Census report includes neither definitions of nor data

organized by GCFI, which is key to the ERS farm typology. This creates additional

confusion, as economic class and GCFI seem closely related at first glance, and

articulating the distinction is difficult given that both incorporate the total value of

government payments and agricultural products, including those under and not

under production contracts (see Appendix)(USDA National Agricultural Statistics

Service, 2019: Appendix B B-5). The difference is subtle for those who do not identify

as agricultural economists, and may lay in the distinction between value of the

products and revenue or income actually received for them (USDA National 
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Agricultural Statistics Service, 2017: Appendix B B-7; USDA ERS Farm Structure, 2021).

Economic class measures the former, and GCFI, the latter.

Instead of utilizing the GCFI-based typology in the full Census report, the USDA issues a

separate Census of Agriculture Typology report afterward in which data is rearranged

and broken down by typology. Importantly, the Typology report does not include all

the information presented in the full Census report. While reproducing the entire

Census report to use the ERS typology would take significant time and resources,

certain crucial data points are missing that should be included even in abridged

versions. For example, when breaking down farm data by race, the abridged Typology

report includes information about the races of principal operators, but not about how

many farms are run by operators of different races, and even then, the racial

breakdown is far less nuanced than in the Census (see “Identifying Racial and Ethnic

Disparities within the Typology”) (USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service, 2021, p.

8-9). 

Nevertheless, the use of economic class and gross cash farm income in separate

reports makes comparing the data incredibly difficult, particularly for farmers who

likely lack the spare time to sort through numerous Census reports and appendices to

understand the basics of how their farm is classified. While collecting the necessary

data is doable, and the USDA certainly publishes an abundance of data and reports,

the time and expertise one needs to navigate them presents significant barriers to

access. Ironically, then, releasing more data seems to make accurate knowledge of the

United States’ farms less accessible. Thus, comparisons made between economic class

and GCFI (including the ones made here) may contain inconsistencies.
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 While data organized using the ERS farm typology might suggest a level of

homogeneity in GCFI and, by extension, in family farm size, cross-referencing it with data

from the 2017 USDA Census of Agriculture (even within the separate Census typology

report) suggests otherwise. This data reveals not only greater variety in how much farms

are earning, but also that a farm earning anything beyond $49,999--let alone the

$350,000 cap which designates a family farm as “small”--would render it among the

nation’s largest (when using economic value to designate size). The average market

value of agricultural products sold combined with government payments (the criterion

upon which economic class is based) was $194,625 in 2017, well below the small farm

GCFI cap of $350,000. **Comparison to the poverty line and average household income

goes here?** Figure 2 illustrates the breakdown of how many farms fall within each

economic class, offering a fuller profile of the country’s farms. Evidently, using the ERS

typology blinds us to just how small farms may be in the United States; at least 23.1%

were categorized within the “Less than $1,000” economic class, which is particularly

startling given that $1,000 is the minimum value which an operation may possess to

even be considered a farm by USDA standards. 

 

Less than $1,000
23.1%

$1,000 to $4,999
21%

$10,000 to $24,999
12.4%

$250,000 or more
11.7%

$5,000 to $9,999
11.5%

$25,000 to $49,999
7.6%

$100,000 to $249,999
6.6%

$50,000 to $99,999
6.2%

Figure 2: Percentage of all farms grouped by economic class. Data from the 2017 USDA Census. As

adapted from (USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service, 2017).
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IDENTIFYING RACIAL AND ETHIC
DISPARITIES WITHIN THE TYPOLOGY
Differences between the full Census report and the Census Typology report present

additional barriers to understanding how producers of different races are represented

within the typology and agriculture more broadly. The full Census report includes

data on the racial identities of individual producers, of which there may be many for a

single farm, as well as data on how many farms of different economic classes are

operated by producers of different races. It also includes more nuance within racial

identity categories (they distinguish between people who identify as one race and

those who either identify as one or multiple races, such as “white only” or “white only

or in combination with other races”). However, the typology report only offers

information about the racial identities of individual producers, and does not use the

same nuanced racial categories as the Census. Given the fact that a single farm could

have a wide range of operators, this makes drawing useful conclusions about

representation in agriculture more difficult. 

Still, when reviewing the data, we see that white producers make up a

disproportionate amount of the nations’ producers. Out of all 3,447,028 producers

counted by the 2017 Census of Agriculture, 3,244,344 (approximately 94%) are white.

By comparison, 45,508 producers (approximately 1.3% of all producers) are Black or

African American. This is a startling statistic, more so when we consider the racist

legacy of agriculture and the historical exploitation of a massive population of

enslaved Black workers; why might we see so few Black or African American farmers

engaged in agriculture today? 

Additionally, 42,465 out of 45,508 Black producers (approximately 93%) operate family

farms with GCFIs of under $150,000, the smallest of the “small” category; this contrasts

with the 80% of white producers whose farms have GCFIs under $150,000. The

number of producers drops drastically when moving to the next highest category of

GCFIs between $150,000 to $349,999; only 660 out of all 45,508 Black or African

American producers (about 1.5%) operate farms in this category. The number of

producers decreases steadily until reaching the non-family farm category, where it
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 jumps back up to 1,926; about 4.2% of all

Black or African American producers operate

non-family farms. 

Yet how does the typology itself influence

how we view these and other disparities

within agriculture? We might consider what

we would see if we completed the same

analysis without breaking small family farms

into two smaller categories. We would see

that 86% of white and 95% of Black or African

American producers operate what the ERS

typology deems small family farms with GCFIs

somewhere between $1,000 and $350,000

(USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service,

2021, p. 8). Doing so would mask the fact that

the vast majority of these farmers are

operating well below the cap of $350,000,

instead hovering closer to the $150,000 mark

(2021, p. 8). Even with a limit of $150,000, we

might suspect that they are operating under

much slimmer margins, but cannot discern

this using the typology. This is particularly

important given that gross cash farm income-

-in comparison to net cash farm income--

offers no information about how much money

producers within the same categories might

be spending on inputs, and therefore how

much money they actually realize. Grouping

small family farms in such vast, homogenous

groupings may also blind us to more startling

racial inequities that demand our attention.

 

UNPACKING THE USDA ECONOMIC RESEARCH SERVICE'S FARM TYPOLOGY



PAGE 14

FRONTLINE FARMING

RACIAL AND ETHIC DISPARITIES USING
ECONOMIC CLASSES
To measure and compare racial inequities based on individual producers or operators

alone is an imperfect metric, as operations may claim any number of producers.

However, if we wanted to use a more standardized metric--the number of farms--we

would have to do so using economic class rather than GCFI, since data on farm

management by race is only available in the full Census report and does not classify

data according to ERS typology. Nevertheless, the data offers a useful, albeit

imperfect, reference point. The full Census report divides economic class into much

smaller categories than the ERS typology. These include:

Less than $1,000

$1,000-$2,499

$5,000 to $9,999

$10,000 to $24,999

$25,000 to $49,999

$50,000 or more

Interestingly, the highest explicitly stated value--$50,000--is far lower than that of the

ERS typology, which is $5,000,000 and denotes a very large family farm. $50,000 is

even far below the $350,000 cap for a small family farm. Economic class groupings

are also free from the size and family / non-family status labels included in the ERS

typology. 

Using this data on the economic classes of individual farms--rather than farmers--by

race of their principle operators, we can see that few farms have revenues above

$50,000, let alone $350,000. Only 7.6% of farms operated by people who identified as

Black alone or in combination with other races were in the “$50,000 or more”

category. By comparison, 24.9% of farms operated by people who identified as white

alone or in combination with other races were in the same category. While the latter

percentage is nearly four times greater than the former, it still represents a relatively

small number of farms. 
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 This data also reveals that a significant portion of all farms fall into the “less than $1,000”

category, yet $1,000 is the minimum amount at which an operation’s products may be

valued to still count as a farm. When using economic class data, we see that

approximately 30% of farms operated by Black producers make less than $1,000. The

percentage is even greater for farms operated by producers who identify as American

Indian or Alaska Native alone or in combination with other races; 41% of all these farms

fall in the “less than $1,000” category. 23% of farms with operators who identified as

“white alone or in combination with other races'' made less than $1,000. Data for other

racial identities are found in Figures 3, 4, 5, 6, and 7. While the exact percentages vary,

the point is clear: a significant proportion of the nation’s farms make a startling amount

less than what is still considered “small” by the Economic Research Service. (USDA

National Agricultural Statistics Service, 2019, p. 72-73). Grouping a farm with a GCFI of

$350,000 with one that makes less than $1,000 in a given year and labeling them both

“small,” knowing now how many of the latter there may be, appears more and more

inappropriate.  

Less than $1,000
41.1%

$1,000 to $2,499
11.3%

$5,000 to $9,999
11%

$10,000 to $24,999
10.7%

$2,500 to $4,999
10.3%

$50,000 or more
10.1%

$25,000 to $49,999
5.5%

Figure 3. Farms operated by producers who identified as American Indian or Alaska Native alone or in

combination with other races, grouped by economic class. Data from the 2017 USDA Census of

Agriculture. 
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Figure 4. Farms operated by producers who identified as Asian alone or in combination with other

races, grouped by economic class. Data from the 2017 USDA Census of Agriculture. 

$50,000 or more
30.8%

Less than $1,000
20.2%

$10,000 to $24,999
12.8%

$5,000 to $9,999
10.7%

$1,000 to $2,499
9.1%

$2,500 to $4,999
8.5%$25,000 to $49,999

7.9%
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Figure 5. Farms operated by producers who identified as Black or African American alone or in

combination with other races, grouped by economic class. Data from the 2017 USDA Census of

Agriculture. 
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Figure 6. Farms operated by producers who identified as Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander

alone or in combination with other races, grouped by economic class. Data from the 2017 USDA

Census of Agriculture. 

Less than $1,000
29.1%

$50,000 or more
15%

$10,000 to $24,999
13%

$5,000 to $9,999
12.6% $2,500 to $4,999

11.4%

$1,000 to $2,499
10.9%

$25,000 to $49,999
8%
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Figure 7. Farms operated by producers who identified as White alone or in combination with other

races, grouped by economic class. Data from the 2017 USDA Census of Agriculture. 
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Given the prevalence of farms with less than $1,000 in market value of products sold and

government payments, and by extension, farms with significantly less than $150,000 in

GCFI, why would the ERS choose $350,000 as the cap at which farms might still be

considered small? The answer is twofold; the first reason, based on information from

interviews with USDA agents, is that when the typology was first developed, the cap was

chosen at a GCFI of $250,000 because, when expenses were subtracted, the net cash

farm income would equal the average non-farm household income at the time (J.

MacDonald, personal communication, 2021). Additionally, the typology groupings might

align more closely with output and market share than anything. While this is certainly

valuable information for the USDA to track, should it really provide the defining metric

for what counts as a “small family farm”? Or should such commonly used terms be

reserved for more intuitive ways to understand farm size, like net cash farm income, or

some other standard? How does such an emphasis on output conflict with what we

believe about small family farms’ goals of self-sufficiency? Why are family farms so

overwhelmingly common in the United States in the first place? What forces have

shaped the country’s agricultural sector to look like this?
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FAMILY FARM MYTHOLOGIES &
SETTLER COLONIALISM EMBEDDED IN
AND SHAPED BY THE TYPOLOGY
These questions point to perhaps the most crucial aspect of the ERS typology that

requires unpacking: the typology both affirms and is the product of long-held

sociocultural beliefs about the ideals of the small family farm and their centrality to

national identity. These beliefs--and by extension, the typology--are rooted in histories

of land theft, settler colonialism, and enslavement, and continue to reify problematic

mythologies about agriculture in the United States in policy and common discourse.

Retired historian and USDA economist Anne Effland, in analyzing the historical

relationship between and sociocultural significance of “small” and “family farms,”

posits that while “rhetoric surrounding the family farm ideal frequently interchanges

or combines the terms ‘small’ and ‘family,’ suggesting a fusing of those ideas in the

common understanding...an examination of the meanings and definitions of those

terms over time reveals an evolution of that understanding that has tracked the

evolution of farming itself” (2021: 313). 

We may trace this ideal back to Thomas Jefferson, a plantation owner and enslaver of

Black people, who popularized the vision of a nation built by yeoman farmers (who

were defined as the heads, or principal operators, of self-sufficient farming

households). Effland affirms that “Thomas Jefferson generally stands as an icon of

reverence among American citizens for his perspective on agriculture and the families

who farm the land,” and that this “ideal...continues to influence our thinking about

farm structure, even into the twenty-first century” (2021: 314). Of course, while not

explicitly mentioned by Effland, the yeoman farmer he idealized was also implicitly

assumed to be a white man. Most definitions of farm size that “revolve around [the]

fairly simple” question of what size a farm needs to or should be “to support a family

largely on its own labor” (2021: 314) tie directly to Jeffersonian ideals of a self-sufficient

agrarian family, even though in some places the labor in question also included that

of enslaved people, rather than the family members who owned the farm. In this

question of how much land is necessary to sustain a family, we may hear echoes of

what other agents have shared about the typology in that they were considered small 
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 if their net cash farm income fell at the national average household income or below.

We also might wonder here about the separate bar that exists below the average

household income below which many Americans live: the poverty line, and consider

what might be agriculture’s equivalent. 

The same question of how much land was needed to support a family guided

government land redistribution policies guided by beliefs in Manifest Destiny (see

Appendix). Seeing family farms as the best, most reliable way to truly settle the West, the

federal government stole land from Indigenous peoples and reallocated it specifically to

the heads of white families in parcels large enough to yield enough to sustain them and

ensure their permanence (Effland 2021: 316). To be sure, these land allotments also came

with requirements that the family remain there and tend the land for several years (2021:

316). It also sweetened a potentially risky decision for families considering venturing

West, and ensured that the flood of covered wagons would come sooner rather than

later. The longer families stayed and tended the land, the more they would make the

stolen territory their “home,” have more children, set up communities and churches, and

reduce their likelihood of abandoning their farms. While the specific acreage of land

given away by the government varied by region and time period (the practice was done

throughout United States history well before this movement West), the practice itself

“allowed for the widespread manipulation and accumulation of large acreages” that

“may serve to illustrate the idea that early land distribution recognized an association

between encouraging family farms and farm size” (Effland 2021: 315). 

These government land grants were also closely connected to the spread of slavery, since

family labor was seen by some as the antidote to reduced economic opportunity

imposed upon them by such a system. In many cases, advocates “repeatedly called for

free land to allow families without wealth to build homes and independence on a small

share of the public land...explicitly linked to farms for families” (Effland 2021: 316), which

offered an added advantage to white families. Thus, white family farmers weaponized

agriculture to protect their own self interest at the expense of both Black people

enslaved on plantations and Indigenous populations whose land was taken as a result.

Through the Preemption Act of 1841 and the Homestead Act of 1862, the federal

government capitulated to calls for free land, granting families one-hundred-sixty-acre 
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plots to tend even though this was far too

much for a single nuclear family to actually

manage at the time (2021, 317). Additionally,

the land given to these families were often in

harsher environments where agriculture was

already more challenging, and perhaps less

viable with the methods nonindigenous

farmers used (2021: 319) Instead, the

definitions of “family,” “labor,” and “farm”

expanded: “a family included both nuclear

and extended family, labor could include

slaves and occasional hired help, and a farm

constituted the land owned and cultivated by

that farm household” (2021, 317) because if

stricter definitions were used, the government

would likely be unable to distribute land and

settle the West as quickly. The prevalence of

family farms today is, in part, the direct legacy

of these policies. To be sure, family farms exist

in part because they offer logistical benefits;

mobilizing a household to work through the

night to prepare for a storm or catch up on

harvest, or having a parent teach you about

the unique characteristics of the land and

how it affects yields are some of the unique

benefits afforded by this particular structure

(J. MacDonald, personal communication,

2021). Still, family farms would not appear to

dominate agriculture in the United States in

the first place were it not for policies that gave

them land in the first place, and established

more lenient criteria for what it meant to be

family-operated.
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FARM SIZE AND PRESSURES TO
INDUSTRIALIZE AND CONSOLIDATE
 The same leniency and commitment to artificially upholding family farms continued

well into the twentieth century. After the boom in agriculture brought on by the first

World War, in the wake of falling prices, changing credit policies, and growing rural

poverty, “‘small’ came to be associated with ‘marginal’ farming” (Effland 2021: 319).

Given that “the goal for farm structure continued to be family farms,” (2021: 319),

policymakers took swift action to integrate family farms with industry to raise baseline

standards for agriculture and grow the smallest farms. Here the definitions of what we

consider family farms shifted, and a distinction emerged between “family-sized farms”

and small farms. The former “required sufficient size, and farms that did not meet that

size requirement needed to be reorganized into larger ‘units’ or recognized as part-

time farms” (2021: 320), patterns which we still see today. Such expansion and

consolidation was closely tied to industrialization, as technology allowed for greater

productivity and the management of larger parcels of land (2021: 320).

Simultaneously, louder cries to protect family farms and the national identity to which

they were tied necessitated changing definitions of what constituted a family farm.

Effland writes that the changing nature of agriculture at the time “essentially delinked

physical size of the farm from the definition” since “if a larger farm size was required to

support a family, the definition of family-sized farm could incorporate that--remaining

small in any absolute sense was not necessary to being defined as a family-sized farm”

(2021: 320). Simultaneously, “the concept precluded smaller ‘marginal’ farms from

being considered family farms” (2021: 320). 

This is a crucial moment in agriculture: farms that did not participate in

industrialization and purchase productivity-boosting inputs made possible through

New Deal investments and the chemical-warfare-driven Green Revolution were

suddenly deemed obsolete. The need to adopt new technologies “substituted capital

for labor and seasonal wage labor for those small-scale tenants'' who could not afford

a fleet of new tools and inputs, and would struggle to ever meet the rising bar for

what constituted a self-sustaining family-sized farm (Effland 2021: 320). Thus, family

farming ideals drifted further and further out of reach for “small” farms, and

agriculture consolidated. We might recall the significant proportion of Black or 
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 African American farmers growing on operations in an economic class of less than

$1,000, coupled with the prevalence of white farmers who make up an enormous

proportion of farms in the highest economic classes. The typology used today reflects

this very idea--that the smallest farms are not considered viable farms at all, and the

baseline for what we consider a farm hovers well above the GCFI of many operations. 

 Another agricultural crisis in the 1980s spawned by unsustainable expansion renewed

concern for the size of family farms (Effland, 2021, p. 325). More specifically, the nation

turned its attention to small farms and reinvigorated conversations about the morality

associated with them (2021, p. 326). The question arose of how to define the small

farm, especially when factors like acreage and the use of hired labor could vary so

greatly. (For example, many family farms unable to adapt new technologies had

attempted to keep pace with others by simply hiring more people, so they could very

well have a larger nonfamily labor force and still operate at a smaller scale than other

family farms [2021, p. 326]). Effland concludes that debates over how to best define

and maintain small family farms continue today. Some, including Wendell Berry,

propose definitions that incorporate seemingly intangible metrics like generational

relationships to the farm and its environment (2021, p. 326). However, the ERS has

made its decision, and continues to measure size by GCFI.

The ERS typology, then, is far more than an objective way to collect data about farm

structure. Instead, it is one piece of a longer national history about the values and uses

of family farms, histories intimately connected to problematic labor practices and

attempts to settle stolen land. 
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FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS OF A
MALLEABLE DEFINITON
 This history is certainly not the only issue with the way in which the typology (and the

USDA as a whole) defines family farms; the definition also impacts how the federal

government allocates subsidies and other forms of financial support. In short, the

lopsided distribution of subsidy payments mimics the same lopsided distribution of

farm size according to the ERS typology. This is due in part to the way in which the

federal government defines “family farms” and the ways in which this definition is left

vulnerable to manipulation. We might recall that the definition of family farms in the

United States differs from the one endorsed by the United Nations, with key

differences in the labor structures of each. Whereas the former allows for most of the

labor to be done by hired workers so long as the principal operator who makes key

management decisions and those related to them by blood or marriage own a

majority share of the entire farm business, the latter definition requires that most of

the farm’s labor be done by the family (J. MacDonald, 2014). We may also recall that

these labor requirements are seen as too limiting for family farms in the U.S., given

their increasing size and production demands (J. MacDonald, personal

communication, 2021). According to the 2017 Census Typology report, 513,137 farms

(about 25% of all farms) reported using hired labor, and 195,754 farms (about 10% of

all farms) reported using contract labor. 

However, while we might expect most of this hired labor to be needed on the largest

farms, the opposite is true: the greatest proportion of farms that use hired or contract

labor fall within the small family farm category, more specifically within the smallest

subset with GCFIs of $150,000 or less (USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service,

2021, p. 17). Small family farms make up 88% of all farms, and make up 69% of all

farms that use hired labor, and approximately 73% of the farms that use contract

labor (2021, p.17). The largest family farms  making over $5,000,000 are only 0.3% of all

agriculture in the United States, and represent 9% of all farms using hired labor, and

8% of contract labor (2021, p. 17). While the proportions are certainly higher for large

family farms, small family farms nevertheless rely in large part upon external labor to

function. Large family farms, then, rely on more hired labor than farms that do not use

any family labor. Though we may not know what proportion of labor on each farm is 
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hired or contracted, we might also ask whether the smallest family farms in the United

States--the ones most idealized throughout the country’s history--would even be

considered family farms at all were it not for more generous and flexible definitions,

definitions not afforded in other parts of the world. 

This definition directly impacts the amount of government financial support allocated to

farms. According to the Environmental Working Group’s (EWG) Farm Subsidy Database,

from 1995 to 2020, the top 10% of recipients received 76% of all USDA subsidies. The top

1% of farms--42,145 recipients in total--received 25% of all payments, which added up to

a whopping $83,158,075,130 (EWG, n.d.). News reports from 2018 suggest that family farm

status may create loopholes that allow farmers to claim more family members as

operators, thereby qualifying them for more payments. An article from that same year in

the New York Times reported that the Farm Bill allowed “farmers’ children and spouses--

without ever having set foot on the farm--to count as ‘actively engaged’ in farming, thus

qualifying them for $125,000 worth of subsidy payments” (Olmstead, 2018). Principle

operators might do the same with nieces, nephews, and cousins. This undermines one of

the fundamental purposes of the family farming structure, which is the ability to pass

along generational knowledge about the land and mobilize more quickly to tend to

immediate needs. In this instance, it seems as though perhaps the goal is  not so much

to pass down generational knowledge so much as it is to pass down generational

wealth. 

As a result, the EWG also found that nearly 18,000 people in some of the nation’s largest

cities received $63 million in farm subsidies in 2015 and 2016 alone (Campbell and Faber,

2018). This is possible because of “a last-minute deal” that “dropped the strict

requirements in the 2014 Farm Bill that recipients be actively engaged in farming, and

completely exempted so-called family farms” from previous requirements that operators

live or work on farms. The expanded definition that allows for extended family to be

considered members of the family farm also allows for greater flexibility (Campbell and

Faber 2018).
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MASKING VAST DIFFERENCES WITHIN
THE NON-FAMILY FARM CATERGORY
The same report goes on to describe the ways in which non-family farms may also

“designate up to three so-called farm managers to be eligible for subsidies--even if

those managers don’t work on the farm or provide little to no management”

(Campbell and Faber 2018). Therefore, “so long as the managers have a financial stake

in the farm, they can collect subsidies--and so can their spouses” even if they do not

“perform meaningful work on the farm” (2018). While this is certainly an important and

problematic loophole, it hints at a deeper issue: the misleading homogeneity that the

typology creates within the non-family farm category, and the potential distrust and

erasure that such a lack of clarity breeds. 

Non-family farms can certainly take the form of corporate entities that take

advantage of subsidy loopholes. However, the current typology’s working definition of

a family farm (manipulable though it may be) means that a wide variety of farms are

thrown into the “other” category that lacks even the most basic size breakdowns seen

in the family farm category. As a result, corporate farms and non-family social

enterprises (including nonprofits, educational farms, community organizations,

smaller urban farms, and the like), farms which may be as diametrically opposed from

each other as possible, are one in the same according to the ERS typology. 

Consequently, little information is available about some of the most innovative farms

in the United States, the ones who may need the most support in order to succeed

but remain invisible within the ERS typology that decision makers use to allocate

such support. Throughout the data collection process, including interviews with USDA

agents, little was known about this subsection of non-family farms, including

nonprofit organizations like FrontLine Farming. Information regarding the distribution

of subsidy payments as well as other forms of support, including the ways in which

COVID-19 relief dollars were distributed, are hard to come by, and the information

comes less often from the USDA itself but rather from independent analyses from

organizations like the EWG.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
TENDING TO IMPLICIT BIAS IN DATA COLLECTION METHODS

The erasure of small non-family farms such as FrontLine suggests that the USDA

remains disproportionately focused on a small number of extremely large farms whom

they measure according to production. While this might seem like a neutral way for the

Economic Research Service to collect data, plenty of other ways to frame agriculture

exist. Might the USDA consider the treatment of external costs like downstream

pollution an important part of an agricultural economy? Or perhaps the creation of well-

paying, dignified jobs that build community wealth? An important step in creating a

more equitable way of measuring farm size is first identifying implicit bias in the data,

and thinking more broadly and creatively about what we might want to measure. This

may enable the USDA to provide data that is more readily useful to farmers who

potentially lack the time to sort through full Census reports. Our work suggests that this

is not unreasonable. For example, a potential blindspot is in the collection of data on

changing family farm structure to include same-sex couples, or more options for how

farmers express gender identity. In an interview with a USDA specialist, the interviewee

mentioned that surveys only ask for the gender of the principal operator, and on family

farms assume the opposite gender for their spouse (J. Todd, personal communication,

2021). The presence of queer, transgender, nonbinary, and other farmers are erased. So

too are the needs of non-corporate farms within the “non-farm” category. Therefore,

data collection methods and surveys should be reevaluated, particularly by the most

marginalized of farmers whose voices are lost through current practices.

MORE NUANCED FARM SIZE CATEGORIES THAT ACKNOWLEDGE

HISTORICAL CONTEXT
Perhaps the most straightforward recommendation from our work is that the ERS

change the categories used in the typology. This would include updating the financial

brackets used as well as allowing for more differentiation within the small family farm

and non-family farm categories. Doing so would necessitate addressing inconsistencies

across other agencies and reports that do not use the typology, but instead equate size 
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The romanticized language and imagery of family farms pervades the very air Americans

breathe. The typology therefore plays a significant part in perpetuating the racist

histories of agriculture in the United States, and the duty to think more carefully about

the language we use to discuss agriculture falls on all of us. However, responsibility to

think more carefully about the language embedded in national law also falls on those

who create them, who codify cultural norms and beliefs into law, and whose cultural

norms and beliefs shape laws they pass. Thus, language matters immensely in the case

of the ERS farm typology. Executive departments like the USDA also have obligations to

take responsibility the language they both adopt and create. While it is likely that few lay

people sort through the Census of Agriculture on their own time, many engage with

farming both directly and indirectly using the language of the typology. We recommend,

on top of offering more transparent acknowledgement of and responsibility for harms

done in the food system, altering the typology to match what we perhaps have in mind

when we reference a “small family farm.”
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with acreage of another measure. Given how many farmers report falling within the “Less

than $1,000” class, we might look there, and look for trends in the country’s smallest farms

to identify their needs and ensure their thriving. Beyond adjusting the numbers

themselves to allow more more nuance, we might consider using Net Cash Farm Income

(NCFI) rather than Gross Cash Farm Income GCFI). This is particularly important given the

ways in which government payments or contracts may make certain farms look far larger

than they truly are.

CHANGING THE WAY WE TALK ABOUT AND IDEALIZE

AGRICULTURE
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CONCLUSIONS
The ERS farm typology is, at its core, more than a neutral metric for assessing farm

size. Instead, it reflects the problematic agricultural histories that have plagued the

nation since its inception, and embodies the disproportionate emphasis on

maximizing agriculture’s industrial output. One of the most glaring problems with it is

the way it groups nearly 88% of all farms into one homogenous category, seemingly

by an accident of statistics. However, our analysis suggests that the USDA is indeed

incredibly intentional about the way in which they define the term “family farm” as

well as how they define the typology within this classification. By creating such a

broad definition of the family farm, the USDA is able to categorize a greater number

of farms in the United States as family farms. This helps perpetuate the notion that

the majority of farms in the country are solely operated and owned by a family, even if

this is not the exact reality for many operations. This emphasis on family farms and

manipulation of the definition also carries with it an unspoken history of the land

theft and settler colonialism; it also upholds outdated ideals about the inherent value

of family farms led by white, heteronormative nuclear families. The subsequent value

judgments associated with farm size determined by the typology shape the ways in

which we conceptualize and talk about U.S. agriculture, therefore carrying significant

sociocultural implications.

Within the family farm classification, the use of the GCFI and the high limit of

$350,000 that is set for the small family farms classification allows the USDA to

categorize a greater number of farms in the country as small sized. This helps, once

again, to perpetuate the idea that agriculture in the United States is primarily made

up of small, family businesses and allows the USDA to use the sentiment held for

farming families to influence policy and other decisions. While the exact role that

these definitions and the typology play in policy making was outside the scope of this

project, the potential influence these classifications have on the distribution of certain

resources like subsidies was apparent throughout our research. Representing this

agricultural data in such a way that enforces the desired USDA narrative around

United States agriculture is inherently harmful and unethical. The current data

collection methods employed to create this agricultural profile carries significant bias,

and pays disproportionate attention to the economic production of farms, rather than 
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the myriad other functions farms perform

and require further analysis. USDA surveys

make significant assumptions about farms

that may skew the data. From our

research, we have also concluded that the

current typology contributes to the

erasure of the nation’s “smallest” farms,

including non profit farms like FrontLine

Farming, by masking a more accurate and

representative breakdown of agricultural

production in the United States. As a

result, the equitable distribution of

government attention and resources

remains a significant challenge; if policy

makers cannot see farmers in the data,

they cannot advocate for them.

During a moment in history such as this

one, when the future (and history) of

agriculture remains contentious, when

structural inequities across the food

system are more visible than ever, and

food production remains incredibly

vulnerable to disruption and collapse,

understanding the ways in which it is

governed matter more than ever, as does

change. 
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APPENDIX
Manifest Destiny: The belief in the inevitable expansion of the United States

westward, extending to the Pacific as intended by God, provided a justification for

violent land theft from Indigenous peoples by the government of the United

States mostly during the 19th century. Lands we now call Oregon, Texas, New

Mexico, and California were all claimed under the presupposition of fate and

divine favor that lay with settlers. Coined 1845, it became a common part of

political discourse in conversation of the time (Heidler and Heidler 2021). At a

deeper level, it was a manifestation of white supremacy that continues to animate

debate in the United States today. 

Production Contracts: These consist of “agreement[s] between a producer or

grower and a contractor (integrator) setting terms, conditions, and fees to be paid

by the contractor to the operation for the production of crops, livestock, or poultry”

in which “the grower receives a payment or fee from the contractor, generally after

delivery, which is less than the full market price of the commodity” thus “shifting

some of the risk and control from the grower to the contractor” (MacDonald and

Burns 2019). While risk management is certainly one of the primary goals of

contracts, they also support farmers who are diversifying their operations,

navigating the complexities of futures markets, looking to invest in storage,

seeking higher compensation for higher quality, designating specific outlets for

certain products, and managing debt financing (2019). For processors, contracts

allow them to predict the flow of given products of desired quality (2019).

Contractors will also agree to supply the necessary inputs and processing

equipment to identify these inputs in the contracts (“Farmers’ Use of Marketing

and Production Contracts” 1996: 3). Production contracts are more common for

larger farms, and because contractors take on a significant portion of the risk, they

receive the majority of net income from the contracted commodity (“Farmers’ Use

of Marketing and Production Contracts” 1996: 1).
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