
What Flew & What Flopped? 
An Overview of the 2009 Farm Direct Marketing Year in Ohio1 
 
Ohio Farm Marketers gathered in Sandusky on January 18 to discuss the highlights and challenges 
of the 2009 season.  More than fifty growers from Marietta to Cincinnati and Sidney to Willoughby 
attended the annual marketing roundtable session – What Flew & What Flopped? 
 
The first highlight of the year was of course – the weather.  Everyone agreed the July rains and 
October rains significantly affected business.  But, many growers who operated fall-based agritourism 
operations said the dry days were some of their best ever.  One grower dealt with the mud issue by 
joining forces with a local car wash for discounted coupons – what a grand idea!  Another grower 
utilized grass alley ways in their pumpkin patch which reduced mud and made picking easier. 
 
On the issue of the economy, growers also faced issues head on.  With the rise in home gardens, 
farm markets sold many vegetable plants – especially tomatoes – and then were able to sell lots of 
actual tomatoes during the season because of the difficult growing conditions faced by new home 
gardeners.  Some used loss leaders at their stores and stands to bring in more customers. Many saw 
decreased sales of hard goods and tried various ways to increase food sales during the year. 
 
Berry demand seemed spectacular for growers all over Ohio.  The cool July weather was perfect for 
picking and kept the crop from ripening too quickly.  Pickers came from 40-50 miles away for berries.  
Vegetable growers extended their season by providing fresh-grown items (in particular, tomatoes and 
peaches) from nearby southern states.  Although the prices had to be higher and not as profitable, 
the offerings brought in customers earlier and kept them buying throughout the growing season. 
 
Those offering agritourism activities (Local Fun!) talked about keeping things fresh and new for 
customers.  Even though no new activities were offered at one operation, the farm repainted and 
upgraded all of the signage on the farm.  Customers had lots of compliments – some about all of the 
new offerings at the farm.  Fresh chicken and noodles (served daily) helped one farm deal with the 
cool, wet weather in a positive way.  
 
Farms offering tours stated they had many cancellations from school tours.  Some stated they charge 
a deposit to overcome this challenge.  Others stated they were ‘open to the public’ on week days 
when school was not in session.  Still others suggested offering incentives such as coupons or certain 
numbers of free children in September to extend the possibility of nice days for school groups. 
 
One farm talked about a great opportunity they had to host a local charity event.  The farm grew a 
special patch of pumpkins just for this event.  The deal was that the charity could sell and keep all 
profits from the special patch.  Well, the patch sold out in just a few hours.  What a success!  And, 
many new customers were introduced to the farm that had never been to the farm before.   
 
Social media was a hot topic for farm marketers.  The majority of the group who were using social 
media used Facebook and Twitter.  One farm suggested Twitter was more business oriented and not 
as easy to get followers on.  Another farm suggested Facebook was the only way to go.  This farm 
offered promotions and special deals to their over 1,600 followers and it worked out great. On posts 
to Facebook, the farm explained varieties, changes in hours and more.  Posts were made 2-3 times 
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per week and questions from followers were answered daily. The farm stated that when the followers 
post – they are just waiting for the farm to reply.  So, it is ever important to check the site throughout 
the day.  Weather updates were one of the most popular things they posted.  Facebook also offers 
the farm statistics about followers.  Eighty percent of this farm’s followers were women 21-55, a target 
market many farm marketers use for their marketing efforts.   
 
Although social media was the buzz, one farm stated that e-newsletters were still a great marketing 
tool for them.  Recipes using available produce was one of the main topics for each newsletter.  Items 
ready to pick was another topic. The newsletter is sent on Thursdays for the upcoming farmers’ 
market days.  The farm utilizes an on-line email management company. 
 
As the session came to a close, one farm marketer suggested a potential marketing opportunity for 
2010.  He has noticed that high school students now ‘hang out’ at the coffee shops.  So, what are 
college students doing?  Some groups are starting where they meet up to just play board games. He 
feels there is a social need that can potentially be met by some of our agritourism operations. 
 
What a year 2009 was!  It had its ups and downs.  Farm marketers found a way to make lemonade 
out of a few lemons yet again.  So, what will 2010 bring in when it comes to marketing our farm 
markets?  One of the biggest challenges will be how to best manage the word of mouth that is now 
social media.  Using ideas from this group of farmers and others, we have prepared a marketing 
matrix for 2010.  The handout from that session is now available online through 
http://vegfruit.wordpress.com .   
 


