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Marketing is something at which small farmers need to be adept in order to be sustainable.  This may not seem challenging for those who have been trained in marketing, or for those who have a gifting in that area, but it can be a whole new ballgame for many farmers who have been accustomed to commercial agriculture.  In our case, we used to sell grain at the local grain elevator.  And the milk truck came to the farm to pick up the milk.  We produced it.  It was up to someone else to get it to the consumer.

I remember in an ag marketing class at Purdue we were drilled to first “market your product, then produce it!”  We tend to be nonconformists in several ways, so it shouldn’t be surprising we didn’t follow these instructions either.  Now, I am not advocating that you invest in a production system before you know whether there is a demand for it.  Doing that kind of research can, if nothing else, possibly give you an indication of how small to start (market research is not everything, as is evidenced by the Zimmerman’s Deli cheesemaking venture described in a recent Allan’s Obs).  However, over-marketing your product can backfire as well, so don’t get too eager unless you’re confident you can keep up in the early stages!


We were already producing a product at the point when we should have apparently been doing marketing research.  Our dairy had been in existence since 1950.  Though management practices varied from its inception, one thing that did not change until 2000 was that all the milk was sold on the commercial market.  When we transitioned to predominantly grass-fed in the late 1990’s, Dad recognized that our milk should be differentiated, but it was going onto the same truck and receiving the same price as conventionally produced milk. 

If there was anything we could claim as preparatory market research, it might have come in the form of our introduction to the Weston A. Price foundation around 1999.  Central to the educational mission of Price’s contemporaries is the call for whole, unprocessed, unrefined, grow-it-like-God-made-it foods.  Even a cursory glance of the WAPF website and publications should indicate to the most casual observer that “grass-fed” is valuable to some people.  Maybe our greatest risk was not knowing ahead of time whether it would be enough people to keep us in business.  But there are very few guarantees in life.  If we choose to find our security in having everything figured out before taking a step, we may well miss out on a great adventure the Lord has in store for us.

In 2000 we remodeled half of our barn in order to make cheese on the farm.  As kind of an afterthought, we decided to make part of the facility into a little retail shop.  Included in the equipment we bought were an ice cream machine and a dipping cabinet.  Though we don’t make the ice cream from our milk (we’re currently buying a commercial mix), each of the approximately 25 flavors are created using no imitation flavors.  If we had enough cream to make both butter and ice cream, we’d do it.  Currently that’s not an option.  Selling ice cream cones on the farm is still a drawing card, even if they’re not organic or grass-fed.
As we prepared to enter our cheesemaking venture, several local people expressed some interest in what we were doing.  So we naturally expected that once we opened the store the selling would begin.  You know, build it and they will come!  Well, they might come, but will they come back?  Our prices were (and still are) higher than Wal-mart’s, and grass-fed wasn’t exactly a buzzword in our community 10 years ago (it still isn’t, but we’re starting to find some believers who live less than 30 miles away from us now!).  When you’re doing something countercultural it is good to remember that “a prophet is revered everywhere except in his own hometown.”  
At this point we basically entered a sink or swim phase in our marketing learning curve.  Realizing that to stay afloat we needed to find some additional marketing venues, the next summer we began attending our first farmer’s market.  Over the years we have set up a booth at 6 different markets ranging from 45 to 100 miles away.  Bloomington and Indianapolis provided us with the population centers that our rural location does not.
Farmer’s markets have not been without challenges (and trial and error), but one of the most rewarding aspects is the relationships we have built with those who eat our products.  We are able to tell our farm’s story, earn the trust of people who want to know where their food comes from, and then honor that trust.  It has been an incredible ministry opportunity as well.  Wholeness is more than physical health, and while our production philosophy is a reflection of our ministry to the physical person, at times we are privileged to minister on other levels as well.
Farmer’s markets presented unexpected marketing opportunities as well.  We have met chefs, retailers, and future market makers.  One of our current markets is held at the Traders Point Creamery near Indianapolis.  This organic dairy farm is the outflow of the passion of the Kunz family for high quality food.  We first knew them as our customers at the downtown Indy market, and since then they have become co-laborers who desire to create opportunities for other like-minded farmers to succeed.
In the early years, Mom and Dad did a lot of work to get our products onto other retailers’ shelves.  Some attempts were successful, others were not.  Some of the successful venues were upscale grocery stores, health food stores, and wineries.  There have been some restaurants whose chefs aspire to use local ingredients that have featured our cheeses or meats.  Other on-farm retailers have decided to expand their product lines by adding Swiss Connection cheeses to their shelves.  

As the demand for locally produced food—especially 100% grass-fed dairy products— continues to rise, it is important that these seekers know how to find us.  We had a gracious neighbor who, along with her high school art class and her husband helped us design a website, an invaluable marketing tool.  Additionally, we are listed on other websites.  Those who peruse eatwild.com can find lists of grass-fed producers in their state.  We also advertise in Wise Traditions, the quarterly WAPF publication.  Any list of this sort that is available to people who are searching for what you produce will help in marketing your product.
I feel compelled to add at this point that if you are preparing to market something as grass-fed, do yourself and the grass-fed community a favor and ensure that it is palatable first.  Grass-fed beef in particular has had its share of negative feedback.  We certainly aren’t experts even at this point, but when we first started selling our beef, some of it was far from tender.  Mostly due to our inexperience at finishing grass-fed steers, I think.  We were blessed with some loyal, forgiving customers in those days, and fortunately years of practice have improved our skills.  My point is, if you want to establish a good reputation with chefs, or health food stores, or the general public, get some honestly positive feedback from your friends and neighbors before listing your products on a national website.
Many of our wholesale markets have not had a consistent demand for the long haul.  It requires continual work.  But while we did work pretty hard at finding buyers for our products in the early years, we have been blessed in recent years by many of our markets finding us.  That is not to say that marketing is not still a big part of what we do.  Nothing stays the same, and we are constantly challenged to look ahead and make good decisions for the future, discerning new directions we are called to go.  
Our family tries to live by the words in Psalm 37:5, which says, “Commit everything you do to the Lord.  Trust Him, and He will help you.”  I am confident that He has guided us in all our decision-making, opening and closing doors in season.  Right now we are experiencing success in marketing grass-fed dairy and meat products.  I guess I have an underlying belief that if we as farmers are producing food that Slow Food founder Carlo Petrini describes as “good, clean, fair, and right”, and not for selfish gain, we will succeed.  That is not to say that at some point my family’s business couldn’t be redirected, but in this season, I know this is what we are called to do.
