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Census of Agriculture: Then & Now

• Farm Definition

• Data Collection Strategies

• Demographics 
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Census of Agriculture History

• First census conducted in 1840

• Done every 10 years until 1920

• Done every 4 to 5 years beginning in 1925

• Beginning in 1982, conducted every 5 years (on the 2s and 7s)

• Transferred from the U.S. Department of Commerce to 
U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) in 1997

• The 2017 Census of Agriculture is the 29th overall and 5th 
for the National Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS)
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1975 – Current: 
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.

What is a ‘Farm’: Then and Now
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1975 – Current: 
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.

1850 – 1860: 
$100 in total value of sales of agricultural products and no 
acreage requirement

(this would be over $2900 in current dollars)

What is a ‘Farm’: Then and Now
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1850 – 1860: 
$100 in total value of sales of agricultural products and no 
acreage requirement

1870 – 1890: 
Three acres or more involved with agriculture production

or
If fewer than three acres, still qualified as farm with at least 
$500 in total value of sales of agricultural products.

(this would be shy of $9000 in current dollars)

What is a ‘Farm’: Then and Now
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1900: 
No acreage or minimum sales requirement

Cranberry marshes, greenhouses, city dairies included 
if requiring the full-time services of at least one person

1910 – 1920: 
At least three acres and sales of $250 or more of agricultural 
products, unless operation required the full time services of 
at least one person

What is a ‘Farm’: Then and Now
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1925 – 1945: 
At least three acres and sales of $250 or more of agriculture 
products 

1950 – 1954: 
At least three acres
or
if they had, or normally would have had, sales of $150 or 
more of agricultural products

1959 – 1974: 
At least 10 acres with at least $50 of agricultural products
or
if had sales $250 or more of agricultural products

What is a ‘Farm’: Then and Now
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1975 – Current: 
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.

Even without changing the definition in over 40 years, some farms 
that would not have counted in 1975 as ‘farms’ now do, because 
$1000 in 1975 is over $4500 now.

Similarly, crop prices have changed over time – but not always at 
the same rate as inflation.  Corn was 64 cents in 1914, $3.07 in 
1975, and is $3.70 now.

What is a ‘Farm’: Then and Now
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1969 Census of Agriculture PSA

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J3opdV1c_Ys
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J3opdV1c_Ys
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2017 Census of Agriculture PSA
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Introduction of Data Collection Modes

1840 1964 1969 2007 2012

Personal 
Enumeration 
(paper)

Mail Phone 
Enumeration

Online Personal 
enumeration 
(iPad)
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Percent of Total Recipts1

1 2017 numbers as of 05/7/2018
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2017 Data Collection Strategy

• Mail procedures
- Online Push letter
- Initial mailings
- Thank You/Reminder postcard
- Non-response follow-up mailings

• Web procedures
- Email blast
- Online reporting
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2017 Data Collection Strategy (cont.)

• Field Procedures
- Personal enumeration on iPad/paper/phone

• Phone Procedures 
- Incoming Telephone Call System
- Non-response phone follow-up
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Demographics: Then and Now
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Demographics: Recent History

1997:
NASS takes over Census of Agriculture from the Census Bureau

‘Senior Partner’
- Demographic information on one operator was collected
- Some items reflected ‘all operators’ in one response.

From 2002 – 2012: 
‘Total number of operators who are involved in day-to-day decisions’
- Demographic information was collected on up to three operators
- Designated the first operator listed as the “principal operator”

• Defined as the person primarily responsible for the on-site, day-to-day 
operation of the farm or ranch business

• For joint operators, instructions indicated the oldest person would be 
designated as “principal operator”
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Demographics: Changes for 2017

• Every census cycle includes a review and proposals are made 
for new or modified census content

• Feedback following 2012 Census of Agriculture
- Measurement of farm operators may not fully capture role of women 

and new/beginning farmers

• At the request of NASS, the National Institute of Statistical 
Sciences (NISS) convened an expert panel.
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Demographics: Changes for 2017: 
Panel Recommendations

1. Terms “operator” and “principal operator” are replaced 
with neutral terms, “individual” and “person”

2. Asks for the number of individuals involved in decisions 
(not just day-to-day decisions)

3. Asks for involvement in specific types of decisions 
(allowing for joint involvement)

4. Allows respondents to report demographic data for up to 
four farm operators

5. Allows for multiple principal operators to be designated
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Demographics: Changes for 2017: 
Implementation of these recommendations

• Nomenclature

• Bridging

• Algorithm

• Updated Demographic tables

• Operating Arrangements

• Decision-making Questions
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Recommendations
• Use the label ‘Producers’ instead of ‘Operators’ in all publications.

• Use the following terminology for the 2017 CoA: 
- all producers (up to 4 per farm)
- principal producers (up to 4 per farm, not all producers must be 

principal producers)
- non-principal producers (up to 3 per farm, assuming NASS requires 

one principal producer per farm)
- primary producer (1 per farm, used only in 2017)

Demographics: Changes for 2017: 
Publishing Nomenclature
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Recommendations
• Use the label ‘Producers’ instead of ‘Operators’ in all publications.

• Use the following terminology for the 2017 CoA: 
- all producers (up to 4 per farm)
- principal producers (up to 4 per farm, not all producers must be 

principal producers)
- non-principal producers (up to 3 per farm, assuming NASS requires 

one principal producer per farm)
- primary producer (1 per farm, used only in 2017)

Demographics: Changes for 2017: 
Publishing Nomenclature

Primary Producer
- equivalent to ‘principal operator’ 

(2012) 
- one producer per farm 
- will only be used for 2017
- used as a bridging term to compare 

2012 data with 2017 data
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Recommendations

- Bridge the 2012 publication and 2017 publication using a designated 
or derived single reference person (primary producer) in bridging 
tables.  

- Volume 1 should contain ONLY one bridging table, which would 
include the standard producer characteristics table rows.

- The new table is only included in Volume 1 for the 2017 cycle.  

Demographics: Changes for 2017: 
Bridging 2012 to 2017
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Demographics: Changes for 2017: 
Bridging 2012 to 2017
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The Expert Panel reviewed work from NASS and derived the 
following recommendation for establishing a primary producer:
• If only one producer is listed in the form, then use that person.    
• If multiple producers are indicated as principal operator in the 

2017 CoA form, then apply the following algorithm to the 
columns of the principal operators, moving down the list to break 
a tie.
- Use the person that makes the largest number of decision
- Use the person with the least time worked off of the farm
- Randomly select from remaining persons

• If no principal operators are identified in the CoA form, apply the 
same algorithm in 2 to all persons listed on the form.

Demographics: Changes for 2017: 
Primary Producer Algorithm
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Recommendation
Create a table with producer characteristics with columns reflecting 

different operating arrangements to replace 2012 tables.
Recommended Operating Arrangements

Any producer:  Count of all farms with a producer
Single producer:  Farms with one producer operating the farm
Joint producers:

• Spousal:  Farms with 2 married producers operating the farm

• Non-spousal:  Farms with two non-married producers operating the farm

Multiple producers:  Farms with 3 or 4 producers operating the farm
Other management operating arrangements:  Farms operated by more 
than 4 producers, not fitting into one of the other identified categories.

Demographics: Changes for 2017: 
Demographic Tables
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Recommendation
Create a table with producer characteristics with columns reflecting 

different operating arrangements to replace 2012 tables.
Recommended Operating Arrangements

Any producer:  Count of all farms with a producer
Single producer:  Farms with one producer operating the farm
Joint producers:

• Spousal:  Farms with 2 married producers operating the farm

• Non-spousal:  Farms with two non-married producers operating the farm

Multiple producers:  Farms with 3 or 4 producers operating the farm
Other management operating arrangements:  Farms operated by more 
than 4 producers, not fitting into one of the other identified categories.

Demographics: Changes for 2017: 
Demographic Tables

Final Tables
- Panel recommended operating arrangements were 

modified based on publication difficulties and the 
quality of responses to the spouse question

- Publication tables will focus on the number of 
producers, not the spousal relationship between 
the producers
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Demographics: Changes for 2017: 
Demographic Tables



United States Department of Agriculture

National Agricultural Statistics Service

United States Department of Agriculture
National Agricultural Statistics Service www.agcensus.usda.gov

Recommendation

Create producer characteristics tables for the following groups:
- Men
- Women
- New/beginning producers:  10 years or less operating
- Young producers:   35 years old or younger
- Veterans 

Demographics: Changes for 2017: 
Demographic Tables: Producer Characteristics
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Demographics: Changes for 2017: 
Demographic Tables: Producer Characteristics
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Recommendation

Create farm characteristics tables for the identified groups:
– Include operating arrangements where applicable.

Demographics: Changes for 2017: 
Demographic Tables: Farm Characteristics
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Demographics: Changes for 2017: 
Demographic Tables: Farm Characteristics
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Demographics: Changes for 2017:
Decision-making Categories

Recommendations
- Publish a farm characteristics (count of farms indicating one or more 

producer made a specific type of decision) table for decision making 
questions.

- Publish a producer characteristics (count of producers indicating they 
made a specific type of decision) table for decision making 
questions.
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Demographics: Changes for 2017:
Decision-making Categories
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Publication

• The 2017 Census of Agriculture will produce 3 volumes of 
agricultural statistics:

- Volume 1: Geographic Area Series (released 2019 – 2020)
• U.S., State, County, etc.

- Volume 2: Subject Series (released 2019 – 2022)
• Congressional, specialty, typology, etc.

- Volume 3: Special Studies (released 2019 – 2021)
• Irrigation, organic, horticulture, etc. 
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Questions?

• Megan Lipke
- Northeastern Regional Field Office (Harrisburg, PA)
- Megan.Lipke@nass.usda.gov

• Gina Geffrard
- Census and Survey Division (Washington, DC)
- Gina.Geffrard@nass.usda.gov

mailto:Megan.Lipke@nass.usda.gov
mailto:Gina.Geffrard@nass.usda.gov
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